ABSTRACT
This study identifies various factors involved in the diffusion of Christianity and
the gnmth and expansion of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in the greater
Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area (KL) of Maluysia. Specifically, the research is desi!,'11ed
to detennine whether principles and theories related to the diffusion of innovations could
infonn or help explain the diffusion of Christianity and !:.1fowth of the church. The study
is further infonned by insights, principles, and theories from literature related to other
areas of study including Chinese religion and culture, religious conversion studies,
church grO\\1h, urban ministry, and missiolob,,)'. In addition to an extensive examination
of literature related to the history of the diffusion of Christianity in Malaysia, case studies
\\ere developed on nine growing churches from a variety of denominational and nondenominational backgrounds in the KL area with particular focus on the period 19902001. In addition, personal interviews were conducted with 76 first-generation Chinese

converts to Christianity in order to obtain further insights into factors involved in their
choice to embrace the Christian faith. This research reveals that numerous movements,
events, and factors have been involved in the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of
the church in the Malaysian context in recent decades. And, although the diffusion of
Christianity, religious conversion, and the growth and expansion of the church are
ultimately the work of the Hol y Spirit, this study demonstrates that insights and methods
used to study how other innovations have spread within a given society are useful in
studying the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church among the urban
Chinese diaspora in KL, as well as complementary to other fields of study including
church growth theory, religious conversion studies, urban ministry, and missio\ogy.
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CHAPTER 1
Growing Churches within the Shadows of the Minarets
The diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church in the Greater Kuala
Lumpur metropolitan area of Malaysia (The initials KL will usually refer to this area in
this dissertation)1 provide important insights into the factors involved in growing urban
churches within a pluralistic multi-cultural context.

Background to the Problem
This section includes a brief survey of the growth and expansion of some
churches and denominations in the KL area. It contains introductory statements related to
employing principles and theories related to diffusion theory in studying the diffusion of
Christianity and church growth . Background information related to the author is
provided. It also includes a brief examination of different aspects of the ethnographic
context including the geographical setting as well as historical and demographic issues.
Growth and Expansion of the Church in a Challenging Context
Beginning with a gathering of approximatel y 40 people to conduct a worship
service in a private home in KL in 1979, the Full Gospel Assembly (FGA) has now
become the largest church in Malaysia. From this humble beginning, attendance at the
multiple worship services of thi s church has now b'Town to over 5,000 people.
Although initiall y the church was an English language church, it now has
established five different language conb'Tegations. In addition the church has spawned
nine satellite churches,2 and four additional outreaches) in KL , which together have a
total average weekly attendance of over 2,000 people. The FGA is involved in many
outreach ministries throughout KL, including a children ' s ministry, and a ministry to the

2

urban poor in some forty squatter or slum areas. Further, the church has served as a
catalyst for the creation of numerous independent churches in other cities throughout
Peninsular Malaysia. Many of these churches are quite large as wei\.4
Numerous contextual factors inhibit the ongoing development of Christian work
in Malaysia, such as the Islamic context, government restrictions, a shortage of church
facilities, and a shortage of trained leaders. Why then have the FGA and numerous other
independent or non-denominational (mostly charismatic) churches, numbering
approximately 165 in KL alone, experienced such rapid growth and on-going expansion
while many other mainline and evangelical churches and denominations have failed to
experience significant growth?
Methodist work in Malaysia (originally known as Malaya) began in 1885 in
Singapore, which was a part of Malaya at that time 5 From the beginning, the Methodists
had a strong emphasis on schools, which some have attributed to them to becoming one
of the strongest denominations in Malaysia (Herron 1977:239-243, 247-248; Hwa and
Hunt 1992:147). The first Methodist church was established in KL in 1895 (Herron
1977:247; Hwaand Hunt 1992 :151).
There are a total of 53 Methodist churches serving Chinese people in KL, hosting
a combined total of approximately 60 con!:,Tfegations. This includes the Trinity Annual
Conference (TRAC) (11 English-speaking churches) and the Chinese Annual Conference
(CAC) (42 Chinese-speaking churches) (CAC 2001 :279-281; TRAC 2002: 15-19; 2003).
However, it does not include churches of the Tamil Annual Conference (TAC) churches
(Indian), which serve South Asian Indians-a population not included in this study.

3

Several Methodist churches are among the most vibrant and fastest growing
churches in KL. In addition to the very effective emphasis on and use of schools
(education) as a means to expand their work, what other factors enhanced the efforts of
Methodists to expand Christian work in Malaysia? In some areas of the country,
Methodists have the largest concentration of churches of any denomination. Why have
they been so effective in establishing churches in major urban areas such as KL, as well
as in smaller towns and rural areas?
The first Baptist church in Malaysia was formed by Chinese immigrants in 1938
in northern Malaysia. In 1951 the first Southern Baptist missionary appointed to
Malaysia arrived in KL to begin work with a few local Baptist believers. The Baptists
have had an effective ministry, particularly among tribal peoples in East Malaysia, in
smaller towns and rural areas in Peninsular Malaysia, and in the Penang metropolitan
area in the north, where they have the largest number of churches of any denomination
(Hwang 1992 :243-250; Rogers 1971:1-11).
However, Baptists have not been as effective in establishing churches in the other
major urban areas of the country. There are presently 25 Baptist churches hosting a
combined total of 46 different ethnic and linguistic congregations in KL with a total
6

membership and average weekly attendance of approximately 4,000 people. (Moreover,
the membership of three churches alone totals over 75% of the total active membership of
Baptist churches for the entire metropolitan area. The Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church
(KLBC), which has emphasized multi-ethnic and multi-lingual outreaches, now hosts 13
different congregations). Why have the Baptists not been as effective in establishing
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churches in KL as they have in the Penang area? Why have only a few Baptist churches
in KL grown, while many others have not?
The first Assemblies of God church in Malaysia was planted in KL in ] 935 by an
Assembly of God missionary , with the help of a Chinese immigrant from Hong Kong
(Cheah 1987:7). The Assemblies of God has now become one of the largest
denominations in Malaysia, with nearly 400 churches nationwide. The Assemblies of
God now has 145 churches hosting a combined total of228 different ethnic and linguistic
congregations in KL alone. The total official membership for the Assemblies of God in
KL for the year 2000 was ] 8,240; however, the average attendance for these churches
was considerably higher, 26,465 (Assemblies of God 2002a:1; 2002b).
Why have the Assemblies of God been successful in planting nearly six times the
number of churches as the Baptists within KL, within approximately the same time
period? Why have the Assemblies of God been able to establish nearly three times the
number of churches as Methodists in KL, even though they did not begin work in the
region until nearly 50 years after the Methodists? What factors have been involved in the
expansion of this denomination within KL?
Although the church has grown in KL in recent history, some churches have
grown more than others and some denominations more than others. There has not been a
comprehensive church bJfowth study completed on the church in KL, so we really do not
know how much the church is growing and expanding, or why. While this study is
based upon ten KL case studies, and is therefore not exhaustive (See Appendix AA for a
copy of the case studies), it should provide much insight into the growth and expansion of
the church among Chinese in KL, especially the multiple causes of conversion growth.
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There are many different models (in tenns of structure, theology, ministry,
congregational life, leadership, music and worship styles) being employed by churches in
KL; however, there has been no assessment of the impact these various models have had

on the blfowth and expansion of the church. Are such factors significant in terms of
conversion growth? If so, what factors are significant, and why?
Originating in a range of behavioral science and academic traditions (for a brief
history of the development of diffusion theory, see Appendix N), diffusion theory has in
recent years emerged as a research tradition identifying an integrated body of theories for
explaining the spread of ideas, practices, or objects that people of societies experience as
7

"new... While there is an extensive diffusion literature addressing many kinds of
innovations and social changes in many different human societies, very few scholars have
interfaced diffusion theory with the study of religion, the sociology of religion, mission,
religious conversion, the diffusion of Christianity, or the growth and expansion of the
church (Montgomery 1996:xvi ; 6-7; Montgomery 1999:29-44).
Is the way Christianity spreads and the church grows and expands similar to how
other innovations spread or diffuse within a given society? How can diffusion theory
help us understand the diffusion of the Christian faith? This research effort utilizes
concepts derived from diffusion theoryKto examine and interpret data related to the
diffusion of the Christian faith and the blfowth and expansion of the church across
denominations within a specific geographical area, and among a specific segment of an
urban population, the Chinese. Principles and insights from other disciplines or fields of
study are employed to augment or complement the application of concepts related to
diffusion theory. These disciplines include church growth theory, religious conversion,
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intercultural communication, urban ministry, urban anthropology, missiology, church
history, Chinese culture and religion, and studies related to the Malaysian context.
The present \vriter's interest in this research topic is longstanding, precipitated by
his work with Chinese in diaspora, initially in Hong Kong where he served from 19901994. During this period the Miter acquired a working knowledge of Cantonese (one of
the principal Chinese languages), and gained some knowledge of the Chinese Mitten
language. More importantly, the Miter gained an appreciation for the Chinese people,
their culture and traditions. In addition to administrative duties, the Miter was involved
in other ministries with Chinese people including leadership training, church planting,
social services, ministry to foreign migrants, ministry to drug addicts, and teaching
English.
Following further study, the Miter most recently served in KL from 1997-2002.
During this period the Miter served as the Strategy Coordinator and Team Leader for an
urban ministry team . In addition to being responsible for developing a "Master Plan" for
evangelism and church planting among every unreached ethnic and linguistic people
group (except for Malays) living within this urban complex, the author also served as an
adjunct lecturer at both the Malaysia Baptist Theological Seminary (MBTS) in Penang,
Malaysia, and the (Assemblies of God) Bible College of Malaysia (BCM) in Kuala
Lumpur, where he taught a variety of courses in missiology including urban ministry .
During the past five years the writer has worked closely with a wide range of churches
and traditions in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. These experiences
fostered a consuming interest in learning more about how Chinese people become
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Christians, and about how Chinese churches have grown and expanded within this
restrictive Islamic urban context.
Ethnographic Context
This section examines several different aspects ofthe ethnographic context
including: the geographical setting; a brief history of Malaysia and early Christian
missions to Malaysia; a brief history of the Chinese in Malaysia; an overview of the
Malaysian context; and a description ofKL that includes history, demographics, and
church statistics.
Geographical setting. The Federation of Malaysia is composed of two major
areas, West and East Malaysia. Peninsular or West Malaysia, the long peninsula
(bordering southern Thailand) which separates the Indian Ocean from the South China
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Figure 1.1 . Map of Malaysia.
Sea, is composed of eleven states: Periis, Kedah, Penang, Trengganu, Kelantan
(sometimes collectively known as Northern Malaysia), Perak, Pahang, Selangor
(encapsulates the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur within its borders), and Negri
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Sembilan (sometimes collectively known as Central Malaysia), Melaka and Johor Bahru
(sometimes collectively known as South Malaysia). The total population of West
Malaysia, as recorded in the 2000 census, was 18,599,699.
East Malaysia, located on the northern portion of the island of Borneo (now a part
of Indonesia), is composed of two states, Sarawak and Sabah. The small, independent
nation of Brunei Iies between these two states on the northern border of Sarawak. East
Malaysia is separated from West Malaysia by the South China Sea, the closest point to
the peninsula being approximately 650 kilometers. The total population of East Malaysia
as reported in the 2000 census was 4,674,991, while the total population for all of
Malaysia was 23,274,690 (Andaya and Andaya 1982: 1; Department of Statistics 2000:5,
35, 38). The preceding map reveals the proximity of Malaysia to other surrounding
countries, locates the various states making up the nation of Malaysia, and shows the
location of Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of the nation.
Brief history of Malaysia and early Christian missions to Malaysia. The earliest
history of Malaysia is difficult to reconstruct, but it is speculated that, largely due to
language, the original inhabitants migrated from somewhere in southern China. The
earliest written sources indicate a history of migration and trade with the surrounding
regions, particularly Indonesia, India, and China, as well as the influence of various
ArablPersianlIndian Muslim peoples and European nations including the Portubruese, the
Dutch, and finally the British. Each one of these peoples left their mark upon the local
culture, sometimes positive and sometimes negative.'I
Contact between India and Malaysia may have begun as early as 1,700 years ago.
Even a casual study of Malay culture reveals the strong influence of India, including the
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introduction of both Buddhism and Hinduism. It appears that a strong trading
relationship developed with India, perhaps as earl y as the 3rd Century AD. Over the next
few centuries, increasing contact and expanding trade with the Chinese precipitated
further involvement with and influence by the Chinese. 10
Available records indicate that the historic port city of Mel aka (sometimes spelled
Malacca) on the west coast of peninsular Malaysia (about one hour' s drive south of Kuala
Lumpur) was originally established and settled around 1400 AD during the period of
Srivijaya ' s dominance. Tracing this city' s history provides a brief glimpse of the
complex influence of many differing peoples and cultures upon Malaysia. Melaka was
captured by the Portuguese in 15II . Although some historians suggest that Nestorian and
Armenian Christians may have predated the Portuguese, the Portuguese built a church in
Melaka called Our Lady of Annunciation, probably the first church in Malaysia. Later in
1521, St. Paul's Church was built. However, it is also postulated that the immorality,
brutality, greed, and abuse of the Portuguese may have helped the growing influence of
Islam rather than that of Christianity among Malaysia's peoples. Over time some of the
Portuguese intennarried with the local population, and this contributed to the slow but
steady growth of the Roman Catholic Church over the next century. II
Melaka was then taken over by the Dutch in 1641 , but their interests were
primarily economic. The Dutch built Christ Church in Melaka in 1753, the first
Protestant church in Malaysia. The Dutch built this church essentially to serve their
expatriate community; so the Dutch Reformed Church did not make much of an impact
upon the local populace. This church was turned over to the Anglicans in 1838.
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The British had previously established themselves in Penang in 1786 12 and
Singapore in 1819. The British with Dutch complicity had in effect gained control over
Melaka in 1795, in an effort to prevent the French from gaining inroads into Dutch
territories in Southeast Asia following Napoleon ' s conquest of the Netherlands. The
second Protestant church in Malaysia, St. George' s Anglican Church, was built in Penang

The British initially concentrated their attention on the three ports of Singapore,
Melaka, and Penang, these collectively coming to be known as the Straits Settlements
(Lee and Ackerman 1997: 17, 117). Slowly over time, however, they established a
growing influence and control over the entirety of Malaysia, in part provoked by
infighting among the various Malay rulers and the threats posed by other regional powers
(Kennedy

1993 : 84-102~

145-163).

Having effectively gained control of Malaysia, the British focused on the
economic development of the nation, expanding industries such as tin mining and
agriculture, including the establishment of plantation farming with products including
rubber trees and oil palm . As trade expanded throughout the peninsula, other changes
followed including a growing urbanization and other changes, including the development
of better transportation facilities such as highways, railroads, canals, docks, etc., to
support the hTfowing trade. These developments in industry, communications, and
agriculture precipitated the influx of business and professionals from Britain, other
European countries, and China, and further led to the importation of vast numbers of
needed laborers from countries including China, India, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), and
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Following the British rise to power in the region, and in spite of restrictions by the
British East India Company which prevented its chaplains from involvement in any
missionary work among the "natives," Christian missionary efforts were b1featly
expanded throughout Malaysia in the 1800s. Anglo-American Protestantism was
introduced via the Straits Settlements in 1815, when a Presbyterian missionary, William
Milne, began work in Melaka serving under the auspices of the London Missionary
Society (LMS), an interdenominational organization of Protestant missionaries (Harcus
1955:1-2: Lee and Ackennan 1997:17, 117).15
When China was opened up to foreign missionaries however, the LMS, and many
other mission societies, sent their missionaries to China, essentially abandoning the work
in Malaya for many years (Lee and Ackerman 1997: 17, 117). Anglican chaplains
appealed to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG) to send missionaries, and
\\'ork was finally begun among the Chinese and Indians throughout Malaysia in 1856. In
1874 the British entered into an agreement with the Malay sultans known as the Treaty of
Pangkor which recognized the sultans as the rightful guardians of the religion ofIslam
and Malay customs and culture. As a result of this agreement, there have been only
minor missionary efforts pursued among the Malays since that time. 16
Although the work established by the Portuguese continued on in the Melaka
area, French Roman Catholics, following their expulsion from Thailand in the late 1700s
and early 1800s, began work in Penang and other areas of Northem Malaysia with the aid
and encouragement of the British colonial authorities. The Roman Catholics remained
actively involved in mission outreach within Malaysia, thus greatly expanding their work
during British colonial period.
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Between 1846 and 1881 , Protestant efforts fluctuated greatly, depending on the
situation in China (Lee and Ackennan 1997: 117). As Protestant missionary work
expanded around the world in the late 19th Century and the early 20th Century however,
many other denominations established themselves in Malaysia, beginning work among
the Chinese, the Indians (primarily Tamil), and a few efforts among the Malay. 17 Many
sources are now available to make sense of this complex history of the growth and
expansion of the church in Malaysia. 18
Briefhistorv of the Chinese in Malaysia. Peninsular Malaysia, or West Malaysia
as it is now commonly called, has the largest Chinese minority of all the countries in
Southeast Asia. The earliest available records indicate that the first Chinese settled in the
Melaka area of Malaysia around 1400. These early immigrants came as seafarers and
traders and over time many intennarried with the local Malay populace. These Chinese
are typically known as Straits Chinese or Baba Nyonya Chinese (Pan 1998: 172).
During the British colonial period (1786-1957), many of these Chinese, having
become successful business people, moved to Penang, Singapore, and elsewhere as the
British expanded their influence in Malaysia. The growth of business and world trade
further encouraged immigration of Chinese to the urban centers in Malaysia. Other
factors in China such as economic and political conditions, natural calamities, over
population and unemployment also encouraged the growing immigration of Chinese to
Malaysia (Andaya and Andaya 1982 : 97, 136; Herron 1977:17-24).
Chinese settlement in Malaysia was numerically insi!:,lllificant until the early 19
Century, when new economic opportunities created by the British prompted the mass
migration of Chinese to work as laborers in the tin mines (and Indians to work in the

th
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rubber estates) throughout central Peninsular Malaysia. Most ofthese Chinese
immi!,rrants (some literally kidnapped) were illiterate or poorly educated. They were very
often exploited by Chinese recruiters and businessmen as well as the colonialists, until
laws were established in the late 1800s to protect them and lessen the abuses. 19
Following World War II, governmental restrictions were initiated in 1952 which greatly
limited further immigration to both Malaysia and Singapore (Herron 1977:25).
Others issues impacting the Chinese, and of importance to this study, preceding or
immediately following Malaysian independence in 1957 include the following: (1) the
formation of numerous political parties based along ethnic lines prior to and following
independence: (2) feelings of disappointment and betrayal toward the British for
preventing the Chinese from gaining equal status with the Malays during independence,
even though the Chinese had almost equal population as the Malays, and much greater
economic influence; (3) the rise and suppression by the British of the Communist
Movement among Chinese in Malaysia, including the forced settlement of many Chinese
into fenced camps which eventually became new towns; (4) the creation and
implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP), which granted special privileges to
the Malays in order to improve their economic and educational status, has been a constant
source of irritation and bitterness among the Chinese and Indian minority groups in
Malaysia; (5) the violent behavior of Communists in the People"'s Republic of
China during the Cultural Revolution toward families with links to Chinese living in
diaspora, which served to cause many Chinese to rethink their identity with and loyalty to
their mother country; (6) the race riots on May 13, 1969, during which nearly 6,000
Chinese lost their property (homes and/or businesses) and over 200 lost their lives,
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caused the Chinese to recognize their vulnerability, and to realize the need for at least
partial assimilation, even acquiescence to the majority people group, the Malays; (7) the
profound impact of the Charismatic Renewal Movement upon the existing churches in
Malaysia during the 1970s and especiall y the 1980s; (8) and the impact of efforts by
numerous para-church organizations such as the Full Gospel Businessmen' s Fellowship
(FGBF), Scripture Union and Fellowship of Evangelical Students (SUFES), Navigators,
Campus Crusade for Christ in Malaysia (CCCM), and others.2o This study seeks to
understand the ways in which these historical events and movements shaped the Chinese
worldview and impacted their receptivity to the Christian message and the church. More
particular, this study seeks to understand how such events impacted the expansion of
Christianity among the Chinese in KL. Chapter 6 deals with these and other issues.
Brief history of the greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. The Federal
Territory of Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia, is located in the center of
Selangor State in West (Peninsular) Malaysia. Originally founded at the confluence of
the Klang and Gombak Rivers in the mid 1800s as a trading center for people involved in
tin mining, Kuala Lumpur literally means "muddy estuary" in the Malaysian (Bahasa
Melayu ) language. Several resources were utilized to obtain historical data on the city of
,I

Kuala Lumpur.-

The Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur was originally a part of Selangor State.
From 1886 it served as the government's administrative center for the Federated Malay
States (FMS ). Kuala Lumpur served as the capital of the new Federation of Malaysia
upon independence from the British in 1957, and eventually was officially transferred to
the Federal Government of Malaysia in 1974 by Selangor Staten From these humble
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beginnings, Kuala Lumpur has now become a modem, high-tech, multi-cultural
megalopolis, and home to the twin Petronas Towers, reported to be the tallest buildings in
the world.
The urban areas of Selangor State immediately surrounding the Federal Territory
of Kuala Lumpur are collectively referred to by locals as the Greater Klang Valley. This
area is actually composed of four other districts which encompass several sizeable cities
and towns, such as historic Port Klang and Klang (the original Malay government
center), Shah Alam, the current capital of Selangor State, Petaling Jaya, and others. In
actual fact the entirety of Selangor State is fast becoming a suburban area to the city of
Kuala Lumpur (Devan 2001 :50-53 ; Sime Darby Bhd 1998:16-39).
Demographics of the greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. Based on the
latest official government population census completed in 2000, the Malaysia
Department of Statistics reports the current total population for the Federal Territory of
Kuala Lumpur is 1,379,310 while that of the surrounding Selangor State is 4,188,876.
Thus the total population of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor State is 5,568,186, nearly one
quarter of the population of West and East Malaysia combined. These population data do
not, however, adequately reflect the large number of illegal aliens residing in this urban
complex, nor the ongoing rural-to-urban migration within the country.
The total population of the four election districts of Selangor State (Petaling,
Klang, Gombak, and Hulu Langat) that immediately surround Kuala Lumpur is
3,421 ,328, or 82% of the state ' s total population. These four districts, together with Kuala
Lumpur proper, make up the area referred to in this study as KL. The total Chinese
population for KL is 1,641 ,793 or approximately 34% of the total population for these

16

areas. (For a completed breakdown of the population by ethnic group, gender, and age,
see Appendices F, G, and H). The population density (number of persons per square
kilometer) for the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur is 5,676. The population density in
the four election districts of Selangor State immediately surrounding Kuala Lumpur is
less than in Kuala Lumpur, but much higher than in the other outlying districts of the
state (See Appendices H and I, Department of Statistics, Government of Malaysia 2000).
Status of Christianity in the greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. At present,
my research has determined that there are at least 512 Protestant churches (Chinesespeaking and English-speaking-includes all churches classified as evangelical, mainline,
charismatic/pentecostal, and independent/non-denominational) within KL, excluding the
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Tamil (Indian) churches (See Figure 1.2 for breakdown by denomination or category).
Within these existing churches, there are approximately 700 different ethnic or linguistic
congregations (See Figure 1.3).
Although accurate statistics are very difficult to obtain, many of these churches
have neighborhood cells or care groups meeting at various locations throughout the
metropolitan area, affording these churches further opportunities to penetrate the entire
urban area. The church-to-population ratio for the Protestant churches to the Chinese
population is approximately 1:3,000 (NECF 2002).
---._._----_.
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Figure 1.3. Breakdown of the Number of Congregations by Denomination or Group.
In addition, there are approximately 40 Roman Catholic churches and numerous
additional outreaches in KL. Many of these churches have been significantly impacted
by the Charismatic Renewal, and therefore reflect an evangelical lifestyle and worship,
many holding regular Bible studies and prayer services. Many of these churches also
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utilize small groups for evangelistic outreach, typically referred to as Basic Ecclesiastical
Communities (BECs) (Loh 1991 :1-105). This study however focuses exclusively on
Protestant churches and does not investigate the impact of the Roman Catholic churches
in KL.
An overview of the Malaysian context. Since the surrounding context also
certainly impacts efforts to communicate the Christian faith to Chinese in KL, it is
important to describe other major components of Malaysian society. Reflecting the
makeup of Malaysian society as a whole, KL is composed primarily of three distinct
groups, namely the Malay, the Chinese, and the Tamil Indian, with many other smaller
social segments such as migrants and immigrants, both legal and illegal, and a growing
international population of business people and students.
The Malay, and the orang asli (the indigenous peoples of West Malaysia), as well
as the numerous tribal peoples of Sabah and Sarawak in East Malaysia, are sometimes
collectively referred to as the bumiputra, literally meaning "sons of the soil" (Andaya and
Andaya 1982:285). While many of the orang asli and the tribals in East Malaysia
continue to practice traditional animistic fonns of religion, a large percentage (in East
Malaysia, between 30 to 40% of the tribals) have become Christians (AthyaI1996 :264265 ~

Hunt, Lee, and Roxborogh 1992:370).
In sharp contrast, the Malays are considered "Muslim" at birth, and it is illegal to

attempt to convert them to any other religious faith. The legal definition of a Malay is
based on the following three criterion formalized in the Malaysian Constitution: (1) one
who speaks Bahasa Me/ayu (the Malay language) ~ (2) one who practices Islam; and (3)
one who habitually follows Malay customs. 23 According to the 2000 census, the Malay
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constituted approximately fifty percent of the total population of the country (Department
of Statistics 2000).
The Tamil Indians, the other significant minority group in Malaysia (beside the
Chinese), make up less than ten percent of the total population (Department of Statistics
2000). While the majority of Tamil Indians are practicing Hindus, there is a substantial
Christian presence within this ethnic group. While there are a growing number of Tamilspeaking churches, there is also a minority Indian presence within the existing Englishspeaking churches. Some English-speaking churches composed of a majority of Chinese
even have Indian pastors and/or church leaders. There is also a small minority ofIndians
who have accepted Islam as their religious faith.

Statement of the Problem
This study investigates how the Christian faith diffuses, how the church grows,
and how people, specifically urban Chinese in the Malaysian diaspora, become adopters
o/Christianity.
Primary Research Questions
The following questions provided the primary basis for researching the factors
24

involved in the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church among Chinese
residing within the Greater Kuala Lumpur urban area, while also providing a basis for
analyzing and interpreting these factors through utilizing principles and generalizations
related to diffusion theory. The terms in bold print represent terminology utilized in
diffusion theory. These terms are more comprehensively explained in the later discussion
of diffusion theory.
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This study addresses the following questions:
•

What are the characteristics of the Chinese (innovators/adopters) who
are choosing to accept Christianity as their religious faith?

•

What motivations are involved in their choice to publicly identify with the
Christian community?

•

What characteristics of the Christian faith (attributes of the innovation)
or of the Church (organizational characteristics) are attracting or
influencing Chinese people to choose to adopt the innovation, adoption
being defined as religious conversion or a change in religious affiliation to
Christianity?

•

What change agents and/or opinion leaders are involved and what roles
do they have in influencing such religious innovation?

•

Does the adoption of the innovation, in this instance conversion and the
public identification as a Christian, involve a process marked by distinct
stages, steps or phases? If so, what are these steps or stages?

•

What factors affect the different rates at which people adopt an innovation
(rate of adoption)?

•

What are the consequences of adopting the Christian faith for these
persons (consequences of the adoption of an innovation)?

While there are many other questions raised throughout this proposal, particularly
within the review of literature, the foregoing questions serve as the primary questions
related to the research for this present study.
Barriers to the Diffusion of Christianity and the Growth of the Church
There are many barriers to the diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese and
the growth and expansion of the Chinese church in this multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, and
multi-religious context. All of Malaysian life, including the social, economic, political,
and religious, is affected by the prevailing Islamic context. Malaysia is considered, at
least by the government and the majority Malay popUlation, to be an Islamic nation.
Although the Malaysian constitution provides for religious freedom , the Malaysian
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government and the majority Islamic community nonetheless make it difficult for
churches to legally acquire property or buildings, to register new churches
(organizations), to utilize a full range of media to promote the church and the gospel
message, etc. Although some mass evangelistic meetings are held, the local authorities
impose restrictions which tend to limit evangelistic outreach among the general
population (AthyaI1996:258-259, 277-284).
Malays constitute fifty percent ofthe total population of the country; however, the
percentage of Malays drops sharply in the major urban centers of the country, including
KL. Although Chinese people presently constitute only about twenty-five percent of the
total population of the nation, they constitute a much higher percentage of the population
in the major urban centers-usually between thirty to sixty percent of the urban
population (See Government Population Data in attached Appendices F, G, and H).
The m~ority of the Chinese people continue to practice some foun of traditional
Chinese Religion and/or Buddhism. Chinese Folk Religion is a synthesis ofthe
25

traditional ancestral cult, Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism.

(This will be

discussed at length in Chapter 4). In recent years there has even been somewhat of a
resurgence of interest among some Chinese in these traditional Chinese religions. At the
same time, many other Chinese have become secularized and demonstrate little interest in
religion. Why then are some churches, from a variety of differing denominations and
independent churches, experiencing substantial conversion growth among Chinese?
In addition to barriers related to the prevailing Islamic context, the present
political realities, and the traditional religious and cultural influences impinging upon the
Chinese people, other prevailing factors within this metropolitan context which singly or
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together inhibit the expansion of Christianity and the growth of the church may include:
materialism: busyness: individualism: language barriers; the perception of Christianity as
a Western religion; the perceived irrelevance of Christianity; the bad reputation or
perceived non-Christian character of some within the Christian community; the
distraction of various forms of entertainment and media; prejudice; and more (Athyal
1996:277-284).
In addition, many factors related to the church itself may also inhibit growth.
Although nearly all churches will attest to the desire to grow, many have consciously or
unconsciously constructed barriers which prevent growth. These can include such things
as: the fear of growth due to such issues as the cost of growth, the loss of power or
position; prejudice; an unwillingness to change; the lack of commitment on the part of
leaders both lay and clergy; the lack of prayer; the lack of genuine spirituality, formality
without power, as in 2 Timothy 3.5; the perception that small is better. Other factors
limiting growth may include: the lack of adequate or suitable facilities (can include
location and/or accessibility); inadequate seating capacity, class rooms or parking
capacity; an internal focus versus an outward focus; competition between churches or
denominations; a lack of vision, motivation, or burden for the non-Christian; a focus on
26

the past rather than the future; a focus upon members versus seekers; and more.

Delimitations
Although this study represents an attempt to understand the numerous dynamics
involved in the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church in
Malaysia, it is limited to studying only the urban area contained within the Federal
Territory of Kuala Lumpur and the immediate surrounding area ofSelangor State known
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as the Greater Klang Valley--collectively called KL in this study. This study is further
limited in that it primarily addresses only two segments of the total population mix of
Malaysia, namely the English-speaking Chinese and the Chinese-speaking Chinese. The
Chinese-speaking population segment includes peoples who speak a variety of different
dialects or languages, the primary ones in KL being Cantonese 'and Mandarin.
While recognizing and attempting to understand and address the impact of the
surrounding Islamic Malay majority upon the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of
the church among the Chinese minority, this study selectively ignores the majority people
group, the Malays, who are almost exclusively categorized as Muslim. A1though the
majority membership of the existing church in Malaysia is Chinese, there are other
significant elements in the church such as the Tamil (Indian) churches and other minority
ethnic or linguistic groups that are selectively ignored by this study as well.
A1though the Roman Catholic Church represents a significant portion ofthe
Christian community in Malaysia, and even though many ofthese churches exhibit
characteristics similar to those of the evangelical Christian community in that many are
charismatic, employ non-traditional worship styles, feature Bible studies, and the use of
small (cell) groups, the growth and expansion ofthe Roman Catholic Church are not
considered in this present study.
Rather than focusing upon a single church or denomination, this research
examines the growth and expansion of the church from a Protestant cross-denominational
perspective. This study examines and compares differences between the three primary
segments of the existing Protestant church, namely the mainline denominational
churches, the evangelical churches, the charismatic/pentecostal churches--which includes
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many so-called independent and non-denominational churches. However, this typology
is somewhat complicated by the reality that many growing mainline churches are
evangelical, and many mainline and evangelical churches are charismatic in practice, if
not by denominational policy.
Although this study gains insights from a wide range of churches that reach
diaspora Chinese people in KL, it remains to be seen whether the findings of this study
can be generalized more widely. In addition, although efforts were employed to select a
representative sample of first generation converts, including persons of various genders,
age groups, denominational backgrounds, etc. , the relatively modest sample of70 or so
persons interviewed must be taken into consideration when attempting to generalize the
findings of this research. Furthermore, the English-speaking churches are more heavily
weighted than the Chinese-speaking churches, simply because the majority of the fastest
growing churches in recent years have been English-speaking. The limited number of
Chinese-speaking churches and converts represented in this study may therefore bias the
conclusions.

Basic Assumptions
Christians representing a wide variety of traditions believe and contend that God
is ultimately the source of all genuine spiritual change.
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The gift ofthe Holy Spirit

enables and empowers Christians and churches to be and to share an authentic and
elenctic witness through which non-Christians are made aware of the God who has
always been in their midst, convincing them ofthe truth of the Christian message (John
16.8-11 ).28 The Holy Spirit who is ever present in the midst of all peoples thus awakens
receptivity to the Christian message among pre-Christian people "by his prevenient

25

grace" (Hunter 1987:51 , 72). The growth of the church is always brought about by and
dependent upon action of the Holy Spirit. 29 However, the Holy Spirit empowers, impels,
and uses ordinary persons within the Christian community as his agents, who through the
use of human language and culture, institutions, social networks, events, circumstances,
testimonies, worship experiences, media, and other means indigenous to the receiving
cultural group are enabled to embody (incarnate) and communicate the possibility and
reality of a changed life- new life in Christ. 30
Nevertheless, one basic assumption of this study is that the way Christianity
spreads is similar to how other innovations spread through a given area or social group
because it occurs in part through human agency. Principles and generalizations related to
diffusion theory serve as this study ' s primary literature base or frame of reference, with
other disciplines such as church growth theory, conversion studies, and urban ministry.
The purpose of this method of research is to discover the causes of the growth and
expansion of Christianity among Chinese people in KL.
This study recognizes that conversion and church membership are not the same,
but assumes a significant correlation between conversion and the change that brings
people into active participation in church and actual conversion. Although baptism and
church membership are often considered as definitive criteria for identifying persons as
Christians, that assumption is questioned in this study. Is it possible to be a genuine
convert (one who is truly committed to and following Jesus Christ), without either being
baptized or becoming a member of the church? And if so, what criteria or actions can be
utilized to denote persons as genuine converts to Christianity (Hoefer 2001:221-226;
Hunter 1996:44-54)? This study accepts as genuine converts those who confess to
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Christian faith, and have their faith validated by the Christian community of which they
are a part (Jenkins 2002 :77: Rambo 1993 :1,5-7).
One basic assumption in this study is that Chinese people are not all the same;
they do not all share the same worldview or value systems. This study examines the
distinct differences between the two groups of Chinese being studied, namely the
Chinese-speaking and the English-speaking, and other differences related to such factors
as educational level, socio-economic class, ethnicity, as well as individual personality
differences.

Data Necessary to Solve the Problem
Since the focus of this study is upon conversion growth, it is necessary to have an
adequate grasp of how "conversion" is generally defined within the broader Christian
community. In addition, it is essential to understand how each church within the study
defines "conversion," as well as what expectations they communicate to those making
decisions to become Christians. Churches do not appear to share the same criteria for
defining what it means to be a Christian, or the same goals and expectations of their
members (Hunter 1996:35-54). Some groups emphasize different rites of passage or
other experiences and evidences deemed as necessary for one to be considered a genuine
Christian.
It was necessary to obtain annual statistical data for the years 1990-2001 from

each ofthe ten churches to be included in the case studies. When available, data for
earlier years was also obtained when these were seen as helpful in understanding the
longer-term growth of several of the churches. Necessary data for each church in each
year covered by the study (where possible) included:
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•

the number of members

•

the average attendance of all congregations

•

the number of conversions recorded

•

the number of baptisms

•

the number of membership transfers

•

the number of churches or satellite churches started

•

the number and nature of congregations

•

the number of small groups or cell groups functioning

•

the number and type of specialized ministries employed

•

the number of paid ministry roles

•

the number of persons serving as volunteers and the nature of their roles

•

any special or unusual events in the life of the church.
It is further necessary to understand the numerous factors impinging upon persons

making decisions to change their allegiance to Christ, to identify themselves as
Christians. These factors include:
•

the nature and significance of their first exposure to Christianity

•

identification of any persons, experiences, events, crises, situations, or other
things which moved these persons toward faith or which are perceived to have
had some bearing or influence on their decision to become a Christian

•

issues related to the families of the individual converts

•

the nature of their understanding ofreJigious conversion and the meaning of being
a Christian

•

the identity and nature of their present church, and any insights into
characteristics of the church that had or might have had some bearing on their
decision to become a Christian and a member ofthis particular church
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•

the nature and impact of consequences experienced as a result of declaring their
allegiance to Christ (See Appendix C).

Research Methodology
In addition to library research, a variety of research methods were utilized to
obtain the data needed to resolve the various questions related to this study. The methods
utilized included participate observation within the churches included in this study, the
completion and use of church growth studies, including personal interviews with key
church leaders, both clergy and lay. (See Appendices D, 0 , and P for a copy of the
interview schedule, a definition of a church growth study, and the information needed).
In order to identify specific churches to be included in this research, personal
interviews were completed with key church, seminary, inter-church, mission, and
denominational leaders in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. (For a partial list
ofthose persons interviewed, see Appendix B). A copy of the interview guide is
included as Appendix A-the factors stated served as discussion guides during these
interviews. The purpose of these interviews was to gain insights from these key leaders
into factors involved in the growth and expansion of the church, ideas related to barriers
and bridges to the Christian faith within this urban context, and most importantly to
identify at least 15 growing churches from a variety of backgrounds for further study.
From this list of 15 growing churches, ten churches that have demonstrated a
strong growth pattern over the past decade were selected for study. These churches were
selected based on the frequency of their nomination by the numerous leaders interviewed
as well as by other categories including: a consistent pattern of conversion growth; an
involvement in and commitment to holistic and innovative approaches to ministry; their
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missions involvement both at home and abroad; their involvement in social ministry of
some type; and other factors including the willingness of the church and church leaders to
participate in this study.
In addition, churches were intentionally chosen from a variety of denominational
and non-denominational backgrounds, and from various locations throughout KL. This
study assumes that the foregoing criteria enhance the generalization of any conclusions
arising from the study, within the general limitation that only ten churches out of 512 are
included in the study. (A list of the ten churches selected for inclusion in this study is
included as Appendix E). In-depth church growth case studies were completed on nine
(9) of these churches for the period 1990-2002 (with particular emphasis upon conversion
growth). After beginning the research task it became apparent that one church did not
have adequate data necessary to complete the case study. Pertinent findings from the
study of this church are included in the section dealing with first-generation converts
however. In some instances specific ministry aspects such as the use of particular models
including the formation of satellite churches, multiple ethnic or linguistic congregations,
specialized ministries, cell groups, or any other emergent factors which were verified to
have contributed to the growth and expansion of the church in this urban context were
hi ghli ghted.
Furthermore, personal interviews were conducted with at least seven first
generation Chinese converts to Christianity from each of the ten churches selected for the
primary case studies for this research, thus providing a total of 76 personal interviews
(See Interview Schedule, Appendix C). Guidance was sought from the pastors of the
churches being studied to identify representative members from their churches to be

30

interviewed. These interviewees included persons of both genders, persons of various
age levels from both English-speaking congregations and Chinese-speaking
congregations, and persons varying in length of time since conversion.
The interviews focused on obtaining information related to factors involved in the
decision process associated with choosing to become identified as a Christian, seeking to
further determine whether this decision was marked by specific steps or stages. The
interviews further sought to identify unique characteristics of the innovators, specifically
noting any differences between the two linguistic groups and between the various
churches covered within this study. Factors related to the individual interviewees
included age, gender, educational level, language medium of education, primary
language, secondary languages, occupation, ethnicity (there are numerous sub-groups of
Chinese within the Chinese community), housing location, denomination, church or
denomination at the time of conversion if different from present membership, and age at
Christian conversion.
Library research focused on pertinent theories, perspectives, paradigms, and
insights from each of the following fields : diffusion theory; communication theory;
marketing studies; conversion studies; religious studies; sociology of religion;
missiology; urban mission; urban anthropology; church growth theory; the church in
Malaysia and the Malaysian context; and Chinese culture, religion, and Christianity.
Since KL represents an unique multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious context,
library research for this study also included literature related to the Malaysian context in
order to identify historical socio-political events and movements as well as other issues or
unique aspects of this context which have contributed to or inhibited the growth of the
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Chinese church in this urban setting. Suggestions from this literature were employed in
developing or guiding personal interviews with key church and denominational leaders
and with individual innovators (first generation converts for this study) being
interviewed.
In addition, it was necessary to obtain demographic data related to population and
population density by specific geographical areas of the metropolitan area, and also data
related to churches, namely number, location, denomination, number of congregations,
and any other pertinent information. Further, literature related to Chinese culture and
religion was explored in an attempt to identify cultural or religious factors among
Malaysian Chinese which might impinge upon the decision to either accept or reject
Christianity. This study assumes there are unique characteristics related to the identity of
the two groups of Malaysian Chinese involved in this research project.

Analysis of Data
This process was a necessary step between the collection of data through the
various methods employed in this study, and the interpretation of that data as set forth in
the theoretical framework employed for this study. During this stage procedures were
utilized which allowed the ordering or classification of the data obtained as a preliminary
step to the analysis of that data. This process involved a minimum of three steps which
allowed the researcher to bring order to the mass of data collected: (1) coding or naming
the emerging content units or themes; (2) classifying or enumerating-determining the
number of times each content unit occurs; and (3) comparing or matching these content
units 3 1
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This entire process, to be effective and efficient, was guided by the general
analytic strategy for the research project which necessarily set guidelines and priorities
for what was to be collected, analyzed, and why. The general analytic strategy helped the
researcher to choose the appropriate analytic techniques to employ, and greatly enhanced
the successful completion of the analytic phase (Yin 1994:102). In this present study,
some coding was built into the interview schedules and other research techniques
employed, but most of the coding followed the collection of data generated by the various
research methods employed in the study. In some instances, computer word (or theme)
searches were employed on narrative portions of the case studies in an effort to identify
common themes or units of content significant to this study.
The classification of data (selecting and defining the categories into which various
content units are placed) followed certain general principles including: the categories
reflecting the purposes of the study were exhaustive, mutually exclusive, independent,
and derived from a single classification principle (Budd, Thorp, and Donohew 1967:3947; Holsti 1969:95). This ensured that all relevant content data generated by the various
research methods employed in this study could be placed into a category, and that no
content data could be placed into more than one category or affect the classification of
other data.
Once the data generated were coded and classified, the researcher then employed
a system of enumeration to allow for the quantification, measurement, and eventual
comparison of such data. This study primarily employed a method known as frequency,
simply defined as measuring every occurrence of a particular content unit or category
(Goode and Hatt 1952:343-353 ; Holsti 1969:119-122).

33

The preceding steps in the process of analysis prepared the data generated by the
various research methodologies employed in the study to be analyzed through such
methods as comparison, pattern matching, time-series analysis- such as the formation of
chronologies and flow charts, or other means (Rynkiewich 1999; Yin 1994:102, 106117). These procedures generated findings, including charts and graphs, which could
then be utilized to suggest cause and effect relationships. The major device employed in
this present study was relative comparison. This process of analysis prepared the data for
further exploration in the interpretation stage of the study (Rynkiewich 1999).
In an effort to guard against imposing bias during the coding or classification of
data, more especially in a cross-cultural situation (Dahlberg and Stone 1966:589-602;
Goode and Hatt 1952:336-337), various issues revealed during the process of analysis
were discussed with several Chinese church leaders in KL, primarily through the use of
e-mail.

Theoretical Framework
The title for this research project, "The Diffusion of Christianity among Urban
Chinese in Diaspora: The Case of Metropolitan Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia" suggests the
theoretical framework for this dissertation. The literature of diffusion theory, especially
Everett M. Rogers' book entitled DiffUSion of Innovations , Fourth Edition (1995)
provides the primary theoretical framework for both the analysis and the interpretation of
research data generated by this study. The study employs techniques or concepts related
to diffusion theory to interpret data related to the following : the characteristics of the
adopters, with a particular focus on identifYing any differences between adopters from
the three major church groups and the two linguistic groups being studied; conversion to
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Christianity as a process involving distinct stages or steps and comparing such findings
with those proposed by ditfusion theory; the characteristics, roles, and importance of
change agents and opinion leaders in the conversion process; and the characteristics of
Christianity and the church which serve as either bridges or barriers to the acceptance of
Christianity .
Other disciplines are also utilized, but somewhat subordinate to diffusion theory.
Since this study represents a specialized type of church growth study of the Malaysian
church utilizing diffusion theory, it also draws from the literature and employs specific
concepts, theories and principles related to church growth theory as a means to interpret
the data generated by this study. This includes such issues as the "principle of
receptivity," an emphasis upon social networks, the importance of small groups, and the
"homogeneous unit principle." This study seeks to determine how the contributions of
church growth theory compare with, contribute to, complement or are complemented by
those of diffusion theory as well as contribute to an understanding of the growth and
expansion of the church among Chinese in the Greater Kuala Lumpur urban context.
We cannot document religious conversion per se, but we can assume that the
decision to be identified as a Christian correlates highly with actual conversion. So the
normative literature in conversion studies provides valuable insights for the Christian
community, particularly regarding what constitutes religious conversion and the factors
involved in religious conversion. This study examines whether religious conversion
among urban Chinese people in diaspora generally involves a process which can be
understood in terms of a series of steps or stages, much like those proposed in a range of
fields of study including communication theory, marketing, conversion theory, and

35

diffusion theory.32 Further, this study questions the order of those steps or stages,
seeking to discern how the unique Malaysian context and the unique culture of the
Chinese affect the process in which people adopt Christianity.
Since this study focuses upon a specific urban area, the Greater Kuala Lumpur
metropolitan area of Malaysia, it also uses literature related to urban ministry. Since the
majority of literature related to urban ministry and urban missions has been written by
Westerners, this study seeks to ascertain whether the findings and recommendations set
forth by such literature are appropriate or applicable for this Asian urban context, and in
particular for Christian work among the urban Chinese in diaspora. The study is also
based on the assumption that the Chinese "urban" church in Malaysia can make valuable
contributions to the existing literature and overall understanding of the factors involved in
effective urban ministry and mission in our modem world.

Significance of This Study
Although there have been a few church growth studies made of individual
churches and a few historical studies of particular denominations, there has not been an
attempt to understand the overall growth and expansion of the church in KL. There have
been very few studies focusing upon factors or issues involved in the growth and
expansion of the church across denominations in a major Asian urban context, especially
in Southeast Asia. There has not been an effort to compare and contrast the growth and
expansion of the church in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area between the
three major segments of the Protestant church, namely the mainline churches, the
evangelical churches, and the charismatic/pentecostal churches.
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There have not been any significant studies focusing upon the growth and
expansion of Christianity among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia, particularly in the
major urban areas where the Chinese are largely concentrated. There have been very few
attempts to investigate the various factors involved in the conversion of Chinese (both
English-speaking and Chinese-speaking) to Christianity, especially within the Malaysian
context. This study provides new insights into, and better understanding of, the nature of
Christian conversion and the conversion process among urban Chinese in diaspora. This
research suggests new insights into the very nature of conversion and the approaches
leading to conversion, which have not been typically understood or utilized by the
Western church. Further, this research demonstrates the complementary nature of and
contribution which conversion studies can make to church growth theory.
The very fact that many churches, from a variety of denominational and nondenominational backgrounds, are experiencing significant growth within an Islamic
culture and society that militates against the expansion of Christianity suggests that the
growth of the church warrants further study. And, most surprisingly, there has been little
effort to apply the principles and theories related to diffusion theory to the study of the
diffusion of religion, especially the growth and expansion of the Christian church. This
study discusses how the theories and principles related to diffusion theory might
complement theories and principles from the Church Growth Movement in better
understanding the growth and expansion of the Christian faith and the church. This study
contributes toward the development of an adaptive diffusion model for the diffusion of
Christianity in an urban Chinese context. And, this study provides insights for future
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research related to yet other ethnic and religious groups, particularly those in an urban
and/or Islamic context.

Chapter Schema
The following two chapters (Chapters 2, and 3) present a review of the literature
from the several theoretical disciplines related to this research. Chapter 2 examines
literature related to the primary theoretical disciplines utilized in analyzing and
interpreting the data generated by this research. It includes literature related to: (l)
church growth and (2) diffusion theory. Chapter 3 reviews literature related to the
secondary theoretical disciplines utilized, namely: (1) conversion studies and (2) urban
ministry/urban anthropology.
Chapter 4 investigates the nature and implications of traditional Chinese religion
and culture upon the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church
among Chinese people. The discussion surveys various issues related to Chinese folk
religion as it is practiced in KL, noting specific issues which impact the Chinese identity
and which might serve as points of contact for communicating the Christian message
among Chinese people.
Chapter 5 probes insights derived from the study of the Chinese Church in
diaspora.
Chapter 6 scrutinizes the historical , cultural, social, political and institutional
events, movements, or issues which significantly impacted the Chinese people in
Malaysia, noting particularly how such things have contributed to or hindered the
diffusion of Christianity among this population segment in recent decades.
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Chapter 7 involves a discussion of the basic paradigms and strategic directions,
contributing to the growth and expansion of the church among Chinese people in
diaspora in KL, as revealed in an analysis of the nine churches included in the case
studies (See Appendix AA for the complete case studies). This approach will utilize
perspectives and insights from diffusion theory, church growth theory, conversion
studies, urban ministry, and missiology to interpret data revealed in these case studies.
Chapter 8 might be labeled case studies in conversion. It presents findings from
the personal interviews conducted with 76 first-generation Chinese converts to
Christianity (at least seven from each of the ten churches originally selected for study).
The chapter includes analysis of specific issues related to the diffusion of Christianity and
the growth of the church among Chinese people in diaspora in KL.
The final chapter, Chapter 9, summarizes the study's conclusions, and offers
recommendations for further study. The utilization of diffusion theory as an
interpretative device for the study of the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and
expansion of the church, as well as its value in complementing church growth theory as
an explanatory discipline, is summarized. Further, this section includes a discussion of
the theological and missiological implications of the study. It suggests areas for
additional research as well as recommendations for churches in KL.

Summary
In spite of many obstacles and barriers to the growth and expansion of the
Chinese church within the Malaysian context, there are many growing churches in KL
reflecting a variety of denominational backgrounds and independent churches, and a
variety of theological viewpoints, church structures, leadership styles, worship styles,
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music, etc. While still not representing a much-needed comprehensive church growth
study, this research employs nine case studies in an effort to identify and interpret many
of the factors involved in the ongoing growth and expansion of the church among the
Chinese in this prevailing Islamic urban context.
Although the principles and generalizations related to diffusion theory have been
utilized in a wide variety of disciplines to study the diffusion of innovations, very few
researchers have attempted to employ diffusion theory as a means to study and interpret
issues related to religion, religious conversion, or more specifically the growth and
expansion of Christianity. This study employs theories, principles, and generalizations
related to diffusion theory, church growth theory, and other related disciplines or fields of
study in an effort to interpret the data generated by this research. This research was
conducted in order to contribute to our knowledge of how Christianity spreads and how
the church grows among the Chinese diaspora in this unique Asian urban context. This
knowledge may further enable the development of even better strategies and means for
communicating the gospel to yet other Chinese living in predominately urban and
Muslim contexts.

End Notes

I The Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area includes the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and the
immediate surrounding urban areas ofSelangor State known collectively as the Greater Klang Valley . It is
generally referred to as "KL" by the local population.

2 One popular method of starting new churches in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area is the
formation of satellite churches which are church plants which administratively remain a part of the
"mother" church though located in different areas of the city. The intention is not the formation of
independent churches or congregations, but rather extensions of the existing church which maintains
oversight of the new church and its leadership. Satellite churches are typically developed when several
home fellowship groups exist in a given area of the city. When these groups contain enough members to
sustain the formation of a separate church, they can then seek approval from the Oversight Committee of
the "mother" church to develop a satellite church.
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An outreach is distinguished from a satellite church in that it represents an attempt to develop a church in
an area where the church does not have many members or existing home fellowship groups. It is therefore
a deliberate attempt to facilitate an evangelistic witness in a new or under-churched area of the city, such as
a new housing estate. A church member may already be living there, or the "mother" church may send a
few members to live in the new area to reach additional people, forming home fellowship groups as the
basis for developing a new church.

3

4 Examples include the FGA in Penang, the FGA in Ipoh, the FGA in Taiping, the FGA in Batu Pahat, the
River of Life Church in Kuala Lumpur, the Whitefields Assembly in Seremban (FGA 1996:19-30; 2002 :822; Loh 1991 :31-37).

On the growth and expansion of the Methodist Church in Malaysia and Singapore, see: Athyal 1996:263264: Doraisamy 1982:1-7; Glass 1965:15-19; Herron 1977:237-240; Hwa and Hunt 1992: 147.

5

References related to the growth and expansion of the Baptist Church in Malaysia include: Evans and
Evans 2002: 1-40; Hwang 1981 :4-8; 101-112; 1992:243-250; Malaysia Baptist Convention 2001:1-25;
Rogers 1971:1-11.

6

7

Katz, Levin, and Hamilton 1963 :237-252; Perry 1992:487-492; Rogers 1995 :38-94.

8 In particular. the work entitled Diffusion of innovations, Fourth Edition (1995) by Everett M. Rogers will
serve as the primary frame of reference. Everett M. Rogers, perhaps more than any other person, is to be
credited with drawing together the contributions of others studying the diffusion of innovations from
numerous differing disciplines (See Appendix 0 for a brief history of the development of diffusion theory).
9 Resources related to the diffusion of Christianity and growth of the early church in Malaysia include the
following : Andaya and Andaya 1982:7-36; 2001 :7-160; Haines 1962: 1-30; Herron 1977: 1-60; Kennedy
1993 :1-163; Spruit 1995 :11-122.
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Andaya and i\ndaya 1982:7-36; 2001:11-30; Haines 1962: 1-30; Herron 1977:17-35.

11 Resources related to the Portuguese colonial period in Malaysian history and the early diffusion of
Roman Catholicism in Malaysia include: Andaya and Andaya 198234-57; 2001 :36-78; Athyal 1996:260261 ; Haines 1962:1-30; Herron 19777-8; Hunt, Lee, and Roxborogh 1992:2-7; Roxborogh 1989:4-5.

12 Although the English East India Company had minor trade involvements in Southeast Asia, including
Malaysia, for some years before, it was not until 1786 that the British formalized an agreement with the
Sultan of Kedah to establish a port on Penang Island. The establishment of the port at Penang also served
to meet three desires of the British and the English East India Company including: the need for a naval base
in the region; the desire to establish a viable presence in the Southeast Asia market; and the need for a portof-call for English shipping between China and India (Kennedy 1993 :67-83).

13 Resources related to the Dutch colonial period in Malaysia and the introduction of Protestant Christianity
to Malaysia include the following: And'aya and Andaya 1982: 108; 200 1:71-78; Athyal 1996:262; Haines
1962:23-26; Herron 1977:11-13; Kennedy 1993 :84-90; Roxborogh 1989:5-7.
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Andaya and Andaya 2001 : 117-209; Haines 1962:27-30; Herron 1977: 13-16; Kennedy 1993 : 188-21 O.

15 In 1819 Milne established the first Anglo-Chinese college, and a printing business in which the first
translation of the Chinese Bible (by Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to China) was printed
(Harcus 1955:1-2).

16

AthyaI1996:261-264; Lee and Ackerman 1997:17-19; Roxborogh 1989:7-9.
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17 This included : Presbyterians (1851); Christian Brethren (1860); Basel Mission (Swiss Lutheran) (1882);
Methodists (1885); Evangelical Lutheran Church (1907); Seventh Day Adventist (191 1); Mar Thoma
Church (1926); True Jesus Church (1927); Borneo Evangelical Mission (SIB) (1928); Assemblies of God
(1935); Salvation Army (1935); Lutheran Church in Malaysia and Singapore (1953); Southern Baptist
(1951); Evangelical Free Church (1964), and others as well (Athyal 1996:262-264; Hunt, Lee, and
Roxborogh 1992: 10-11)

IR General resources utilized include the following : Church ill Asia Today (Asia Lausanne Committee for
World Evangelization, 1996) edited by Saphir Athyal, The March qf Methodism In Singapore and
Malaysia 1885-1980 (The Methodist Book Room, 1982) by Theodore R. Doraisamy, Readings in
Malaysian Church & Mission (Pustaka SUFES, 1992) edited by Goh Keat Peng, The Malaysian Church in
the 90s (Christian Federation of Malaysia, 1992) edited by Goh Keat Peng, Christianity in Malaysia
(Pelanduk Publications, 1992) edited by Robert Hunt, Lee Kam Hing, and John Roxborogh, Sacred
TellSions: Modernity and Religious Traniformalion ill Malaysia (University of South Carolina Press, 1997)
by Raymond L.M . Lee and Susan E . Ackerman, Treasures of Darkness (Loh, 1991) by Andrew Loh, The
Christian alld Race Relations in Malaysia (Graduates Christian Fellowship, 1986) edited by Michael Moey,
Kwan Yoke Lin. and Goh Keat Peng, A History qf Baptists in Malaysia (Baptist Mission, 1971) edited by
Lillie O . Rogers, A Short Introduction to Malaysian Church History (Malaysian Church History Study
Group, 1989) by W. John Roxborogh, The Church in Southeast Asia (Friendship Press, 1956) by Winburn
T.Thomas and Rajah B. Manikam, and Religion & Modernization in SOlltheast Asia (Syracuse University
Press, 1986) by Fred R. von der Mehden. Unpublished resources utilized include: "The Interaction of
Ethnicity and Protestant Christianity in West Malaysia" (Unpublished thesis, Seminari Theoloji Malaysia,
1987) by Chan Seong Foong, "The History of the Assemblies of God in Malaysia" (Unpublished thesis, the
Bible College of Malaysia. 1987) by Alvin Cheah, "Religion and Ethnicity in Malaysia" (CMW Project,
th
1986) by Richard F. Dorall, " A History of Protestant Missions in Malaya during the 19 Century 18151881 " (Unpublished dissertation, Princeton Theological Seminary, 1962) by Joseph Harry Haines, " A
History of the Protestant Churches in West Malaysia and Singapore" (Unpublished thesis, University of
Otago, 1977) by Alan Craig Herron, " A General History of Baptist Work in Malaysia" (Unpublished thesis,
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1981) by Hwang Wei-Tjang, " An Inquiry Toward an Effective Evangelistic
Endeavor Among the Chinese in West Malaysia" (Unpublished thesis, Seminari Theoloji Malaysia, 1990)
by Ng Peng Yoon.
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AndayaandAndaya 1982: 136; Herron 1977:23-25; Pan 1998:172-173.

20 Literature related to these various movements or issues which affected the diffusion of Christianity and
the growth and expansion of the church among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia include: Ackerman and
Lee 1990:59, 176-177; Andaya and Andaya 1982:265-298; 2001:301-344; Athyal 1996:268-270; Goh
1971 :1-45; Herron 1977:334-335; Hunt, Lee, and Roxborogh 1992:367; Kennedy 1993:304-370; Lee and
Tan 2000:133-164, 177; Loh 199\:1-105; Lyn 1992: 123-163 ; Pan 1998:178-179; Suryadinata 1995 :121131 ; 1997:82-96; Wang 1992:205 .
21 Resources related specifically to historical and contextual issues of Kuala Lumpur include: The City in
the Village (Oxford University Press, 1991) by Harold Brookfield, Abdul Samad Hadi, and Zaharah
Mahmud, Insight Pocket Guide: Kuala Lumpur (APA Publications, 2001) by Shova Devan, A History of
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CHAPTER 2
Church Growth and the Diffusion of Innovations
Since the literature related to this research is voluminous, I concentrated on
reviewing the books and articles that were most normative. In some instances important
sources were selectively ignored if they basically repeated concepts delineated in sources
already reviewed. Although I reviewed books and articles related to each of the major
fields of study utilized, there was no attempt to provide equal coverage to each of these
disciplines either in terms ofthe number of articles or books reviewed or in the length of
the reviews. It should be noted that some questions raised in the literature review are part
of the discussion with that literature but not necessarily research questions to be pursued
in this study-the primary research questions having been identified in Chapter 1.
This chapter will examine literature in two major areas: church growth and
diffusion theory, as these are the primary disciplines utilized in analyzing and interpreting
the research data. In some instances, the review of literature related to these disciplines
will be divided into sub-sections related to various themes or issues emerging from that
literature.

Church Growth
A perusal of literature related to church growth reveals many different factors, "a
complex pattern of mUltiple and often interacting factors" (Hoge and Roozen 1979:39),
involved in churches which are experiencing healthy sustained growth (or decline). This
section of the literature review will interact with a wide variety of topics, focusing on
several of the major themes flowing from the literature.
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The Primary Principles and Theories
The primary principles and theories related to the Church Growth Movement
were compiled and formulated by Donald A. McGavran in his classic work,
Understanding Church Growth (1970, 1980, 1990). McGavran, known as the Father of

the Church Growth Movement, was strongly influenced by his overseas missionary
experiences, particularly in Central India. His initial contributions focused on the Third
World context~ however, his later writings and those of most other scholars within the
church growth discipline seem to be largely focused upon the Western, or more
particularly, the American context.
McGavran noted the significance of three kinds of church growth: biological,
transfer, and conversion (McGavran 1980:98-99). The concept in understanding or
classifying church growth by identifying four different ways in which church growth
occurs is also helpful. These four ways are typically described as follows: (l) internal
growth-the growth in depth, quality, vitality, or maturity of existing church members;
(2) expansion growth- the addition of new church members through the conversion of
non-Christians; (3) extension growth-planting additional churches among similar
segments of the population in other areas; and (4) bridging growth-reaching nonChristians and planting churches among different population segments. I
There is a need to add yet another way in which churches grow which I have
called "cellular" growth-the multiplication of reproducing groups or sub-groups
(examples include cell groups, home fellowship groups, and in some instances even
house churches) related to a given church.2 This type of growth is a form of growth
intermediate to expansion growth (adding new members) and extension growth (planting
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new churches). The case studies related to this research reveal that cellular growth
(principally the proliferation of cells groups) has played a significant role in the diffusion
of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church among the Chinese diaspora
inKL.
Several other key components or principles of the Church Growth Movement
include: ( 1) the "homogeneous unit principle" which is based on the premise that "people
like to become Christians without having to cross racial, cultural, linguistic, or class
barriers" (McGavran 1980:223-244; Hunter 1987: 173-179); (2) the "principle of
receptivity" which emphasizes the fact that receptivity, or responsiveness to attempts to
communicate the Christian message and the message itself, varies across time and
peoples (McGavran 1980:245-265 ; Hunter 1987:63-89); (3) the importance of principles
related to indigeneity-Iargely meaning the ownership or control of the church by local
indigenous people/leaders with church structures, forms, leadership styles, decision
making all reflecting the indigenous culture (McGavran 1980:373-391 ; Hunter 1987:151181 ); (4) the importance of "bridges to the unreached," the utilization of the social
networks of existing Christians for promoting evangelistic outreach into the nonChristian community (McGavran 1955 : 16, 110; 1980:395-411 ; Hunter 1987:91-108); and
(5) the importance of setting goals and the development and implementation of plans
(McGavran 1980:412-457; Hunter 1987:183-209).
In To Spread the Power: Church Growth in the Wesleyan Spirit (1987), George
G. Hunter III focuses upon key insights related to church growth theory which flow from
the Wesleyan tradition. In addition to the principles cited previously, other issues of
importance to this study include: (1) the relationship between the number of multiplying
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units (small groups) and the ongoing growth of the church (1987: 109-129); and (2) the
credibility and receptivity gained from meeting people' s needs (1987: 131-150). This
study examines the importance of the foregoing issues to the growth and expansion of the
churches in KL.
Homogeneity
Numerous sources cite the need for congruence or homogeneity between churches
and the surrounding community or at least with the target populations.3 But, in our
increasingly complex world, especially in the major urban centers of our world, it is
becoming increasingly necessary for churches to reach out to multiple people groups.
There are many situations in which "culturally conglomerate" churches may be what is
required to effectively evangelize the diverse peoples in their midst (McGavran
1980:244; Hunter 1987: 175-176). An alternative approach is the establishment of multiethnic congregations, each targeting different ethnic or linguistic groups, thus enabling
people to hear the Christian message without having to cross the ethnic, linguistic or class
barriers (Hunter 1987: 176; Smith 1984: 158-159). Several churches in this study are
utilizing this approach.
Receptivity
"The Church Growth movement's greatest contribution to this generation' s world
evangelization will be its stress upon receptivity" (Hunter 1979:104).4 Many writers
stress the central importance of identifying responsive people as one essential component
of any effective evangelistic effort, and they provide different ideas of what influences or
. .

. .

.

preCIpItates receptIVIty or responsIveness.

5
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Are these "indicators" relevant or appropriate for this Asian urban context and the
study of modem urban Chinese? This study reveals other factors which can serve as
indicators of responsiveness among this urban Chinese population. Is there a relationship
between these "indicators" and certain concepts related to diffusion theory (discussed in a
later section) such as characteristics of innovations which affect the rate of diffusion?
This study examines how these differing disciplines complement and inform each other.
Evangelism/Missions
Healthy churches appear to have an outward focus, with varying commitments to
local evangelism, home missions and foreign missions. "One characteristic that nearly
every growing congregation has in common is an active evangelistic emphasis" (Hunter
1979:20). The central relationship between evangelistic outreach and church growth is
noted by numerous persons. 6
Social Networks
Many writers concur in the importance of social networks to the spread or
7

diffusion of the Christian message. These "bridges" for communicating the Christian
faith are not always relatives or kinsmen, but most do come from the wider social
networks that include friends, neighbors, or colleagues (McGavran 1955:395-411 ; Smith
1984:155). The key issue of significance to this study is that the Christian faith usually
diffuses "across the social networks of active credible Christians, especially new
Christians" (Hunter 1987:92). These social networks provide opportunity and means for
a "web movement',s through which the Christian faith might further diffuse and the
church might experience further growth (Am and Am 1998:45-53; Hunter 1987:93).
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Characteristics of Growing Churches
Many authors have developed lists of various factors which they feel are essential
marks of growing, healthy, vital churches." In Church for the Unchurched (1996),
George Hunter sets forth ten distinctive features for identifying an "apostolic
congregation" as follows: ( 1) Scriptures- take an intentionally redundant approach to
rooting people in the scriptures; (2) Prayer-emphasize and practice the centrality of
prayer, expecting God' s active response; (3) Compassion-understand, like, and have
compassion for un-churched people; (4) Evangelism--()bey the Great Commission; (5)
Vision-have a motivationally sufficient vision for what Christians can become; (6)
ContextuaI-adapt to the language, music, and style ofthe target population' s culture; (7)
Small Group Ministries--establish a structure to involve members and seekers in small
groups; (8) Laity-prioritize the involvement of the laity according to their spiritual
giftedness; (9) Pastoral Care-ensure all members receive regular pastoral care; and (10)
Needs-Based Ministries-engage in many ministries to the un-churched (Hunter
1996 :29-34).
Many other similar lists could be provided. 10 While many of the criteria listed
by these authors would appear to be universal and therefore applicable to this research,
some are more directly applicable to an American or European context and audience for
which the majority of these resources were originally intended. This study compared
these criteria with the findings related to growing congregations featured in the case
studies related to this research, noting that some are not crucial to effective ministry in
the complex urban environment of KL.
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In The Celtic Way of Evangelism (2000b), Hunter's examination of the historical
approach or methodology of the Celtic Christians to evangelism reveals several insights
of relevance including their emphasis upon the importance of hospitality and community,
their relational approach to sharing their faith, and particularly their inclusive orientation.
Several have noted the central importance ofthe establishment of a community which
permits, even encourages, belonging prior to believing, assimilation prior to
commitment. I I "Sometimes belonging must precede believing. In other words, unless
we let not-yet-Christians enter and participate in the Christian community, many ofthem
won 't become Christians" (McLaren 2002:84). "There is reason to suspect that
belonging.

is more fundamental [than meaning] in generating and maintaining

commitment" (McGaw 1980:284). This approach allows people an opportunity to
observe and even experiment with the Christian faith prior to making a commitment
leading to full public identification as a Christian.
Small Group Ministries/Cell Groups
The present study finds strong evidence that suggests a potent relationship
between church growth and the number and variety of "multiplying recruiting units"
within the church (Hunter 1987:109-129). There is a wide range of literature related to
church growth and the use of small groups, and more particularly to the cell church
movement. 12
In The Small Group Book (1995), Dale Galloway suggests five basic reasons why
every church needs small groups: (1) They provide multiple entry points into the church;
(2) They provide a very effective and non-threatening form for evangelism; (3) They
facilitate a means for providing excellent pastoral care for people; (4) They facilitate the
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discipling process and accelerate the spiritual growth of individuals and the church ~ and
(5) They properly shift the work of the church to the laity (Galloway and Mills
1995 :10). 13

Galloway is one of the few to discuss a problem common to most ifnot all cellbased churches, namely cell leader burnout or dropout. He notes that his church
experienced an annual loss of 20-25% of their active cell group leaders. He provides
some helpful suggestions on how to deal with these problems and how to care for and
'ore-cycle'" such persons back into ministry (Galloway and Mills 1995:108-110). This is
an issue for which there are very few resources. The present study contributes to the
available literature on this topic through drawing on the insights and experiences ofthe
churches and church leaders related to the case studies included in this research.
Galloway makes a valuable contribution to the adaptation of the small group
system in the way he divided the cell system into specialty groups as well as by
geographical location (the typical approach). These specialty groups included the
following: task-oriented groups such as ushers, parking attendants, greeters; age-based
groups including singles, children, youth, young adults; a variety of groups for persons
with addictive or compulsive disorders; other restoration groups such as divorce
recovery, separation survival, grief recovery, cancer support, and other issues such as
Vietnam veterans; and yet other groups for persons involved in creative arts such as
choirs, orchestra, vocal groups, writing, drama, lighting, staging; and many more
possibility categories (1995 :46-47).14 Carl George studied this church and named this
approach the "meta-church" model (Galloway and Mills 1995:48).15

51
Yonggi Cho, 16 the founding pastor of the Yoiddo Full Gospel Church in Seoul,
Korea, presently the largest church in the world with over 750,000 members, and many
thousands of cell groups, was among the modem-day pioneers to emphasize the use of
cell groups to develop a mega-church. 17 Church leaders from around the world including
some in Malaysia have been impacted by this church (Cho 1981:97-105; Hurston
1994:192-193).18
Nearly every church represented in the case studies included in this research has
been strongly influenced by the Faith Community Baptist Church (FCBC) in Singapore,19
a 10,000 member cell-based charismatic church. Because of Singapore's close
proximity, and the willingness of FCBC to subsidize expenses for Malaysian church
leaders, many leaders from churches in KL have participated in training events there.
FCBC has developed a wide variety of training materials in both English and Chinese
which have greatly facilitated the diffusion of the cell church concept throughout the
area.
In The Apostolic Cell Church (2000), Lawrence Khong, the founding pastor of
FCBC, provides an excellent overview of the strategies and practices related to effective
cell churches through a historical account of the development of this Singapore church.
Nearly all churches in this study employ some adaptation of the cell group agenda
proposed by FCBC, sometimes known as the Four W ' s-Welcome, Worship, Works, and
Word (2000:46-49).20
Church Planting
Numerous works note the relationship between church planting (or perhaps better
stated, the multiplication of churches or congregations) and church growth.

21
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Planting/or a Greater Harvest (1990), c. Peter Wagner stresses that planting new
churches is the most effective evangelistic method under heaven (1990:11-25). Planting
new churches is held to be significant for several reasons including: (1) new churches are
a key to outreach: (2) new churches grow better than old churches; (3) new churches
provide more options for the unchurched; (4) new churches are usually needed; (5) new
churches help denominations survive; and (6) new churches help meet the needs of
existing Christians. 2~
In recent years the International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist
Convention has been focusing on an approach to church planting which emphasizes the
importance of planting churches which rapidly multiply themselves over and over again.
This approach is called "Church Planting Movements (CPM)." In describing such
movements occurring in various places around the world, certain elements are held to be
universal including: prayer has been a fundamental element; an emphasis upon
evangelism through many different means or methods; a strategy focusing upon
intentional church planting; Scripture served to provide authority for movement; local,
indigenous church leadership; a stress on lay leadership; cell or house church approaches;
rapid reproduction through the exponential planting of churches by churches; and the
importance of church health- that is churches which carry out five purposes including
worship, evangelistic or missionary outreach, education and discipleship, ministry and
fellowship (Garrison 2000:33-36). The reality of the rapid multiplication of cell groups
in KL suggests that a better name for such a movement might be a "Cell Planting
Movement," particularly when applied to the development of churches in an urban area.
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Leadership
The majority of books and articles written on church growth emphasize the
centrality and importance of visionary pastoral leadership.23 Many such resources
prescribe certain behaviors, habits or principles as being essential. But what is really
involved in being an effective church leader?24
In "Home Growing Your Staff," a chapter in Building Teams in Ministry (2000)
Dale Galloway discusses the advantages and disadvantages of hiring staff from within the
church. Such an approach enables a church to tap the resources of its own congregation,
thereby selecting persons for staff positions whose competence, commitment, and
ministry skills have already been demonstrated or proven, and who already understand
and are committed to the basic philosophy of ministry of the church leadership team
(2000 :121-135).
Ministry of the Laity
Nearly every resource on church growth stresses the essential aspect of lay
involvement in carrying out the various ministries related to the church if the church is to
experience sustainable growth .25 This is largely seen as a fulfillment of the biblical
concept of "the priesthood of the believer" (1 Peter 2.5, 9) and other biblical passages
related to ministry such as Ephesians 4.11-16. When the leadership of the church work to
enable, empower, and unleash the laity for the work of ministry, the ministry of the
leadership is thereby multiplied many times over. This, coupled with the biblical
passages related to spiritual gifts such as Romans 12.6-8, 1 Corinthians 12.1-31 , and 1
Peter 4.10-11, provides a biblical foundation for an active partnership between the church
leadership and the lay members.
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Holy Spirit/Spiritual Gifts
It is important to be reminded that ultimately church growth is not a work of

people, but rather a work of the Holy Spirit. 26 The importance of depending upon and
submitting to the will and ways of the Spirit are clearly set forth in much of the literature
related to church growth.27 Related issues of importance include the role and impact of
the use of spiritual gifts to include healing, miracles, signs and wonders, and other means
through which the Spirit confirms an individual's or church"s ministries.28
"We simply cannot do God' s work effectively without the power of the Holy
Spirit" (Galloway 1986:47). Galloway further states,
In fellowship with the Holy Spirit there is created a spiritual sensitivity which can
be described as an awareness of our dependency on the Lord. This dependency
upon the Lord opens the windows of heaven for all the good things of God to
come into our lives. (1986:53)

To flow with the Spirit means not to resist the Spirit in any way but to cooperate
with the Spirit of God in doing His ministry. Cooperation means doing
everything on your part to obey the Holy Spirit and carry out in this joint
operation what He wants you to do. (1986:55)

Another factor noted by many as being an essential dynamic related to the growth
and expansion of the church is intercessory prayer. 29 It is perhaps, at its simplest,
recognition of the limitations of humanity ' s efforts and acknowledgement of our
dependency upon the power and presence of the Holy Spirit in carrying out the task of
effectively communicating the Christian message to all. "Prayer is the power behind the
principles. There simply is no more important principle in church growth than prayer"
(Rainer 1993: I 83). One church leader who stresses the centrality of prayer argues, "The
devil is not terribly frightened of our human efforts and credentials. But he knows his
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kingdom will be damaged when we begin to lift up our hearts to God" (Cymbal a
1997:57).
Worship
Many persons attest to the relationship between church growth and a dynamic
worship service.30 Jesus once said, "God is a Spirit: and they that worship Him must
worship Him in spirit and in truth" (John 4.24). In Natural Church Development,
Christian Schwarz writes,
Whenever the Holy Spirit is truly at work (and His presence is not merely
presumed), He will have a concrete effect upon the way a worship service is
conducted including the entire atmosphere of a gathering. People attending truly
"inspired" services typically indicate that "going to church is fun."
When worship is inspiring, it draws people to the services "all by itself."
(1 996:31)
But what is the character and content of true and dynamic worship? "Worship in
gro'wing churches, and especially in rapidly growing churches, has a different character
from worship in plateaued and declining congregations" (Hadaway 1991:62). This study
reveals that worship is both a product of and a contributing factor to growth.3 1 Worship
has both character and content, but also a context.
A worship service is a dynamic mix of congregational singing, prayer, choir
anthems, announcements, ritual , testimony, liturgy, solos, instrumentals, organ
music, a sermon, an offering, Scripture reading, sitting, standing, and interacting
with persons seated nearby. Some churches add to this mix other elements such
as a children 's sermon, drama, clapping and swaying to the music, "passing the
peace," a processional, a recessional, and so forth . The nature of this content, and
its quality affects the character of worship in terms of meaning, enjoyment,
boredom, excitement, morale, and whether one feels they have encountered God
in the experience.
There is no central core of worship elements or a particular style which
characterizes all growing churches. (Hadaway 1991 :65)
Additional characteristics of worship in growing churches are a sense of warmth,
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spontaneity, and variety. People express love and welcome to one another; the
order of service leaves room for alteration if the Spirit moves; members are
enthusiastic rather than somber in their worship; and the church does not do the
same thing week after week. Different styles of music are employed, the order of
worship is varied, special theme services are used, tradition and innovation are
alternated or even intermingled. (Hadaway 1991 :71)

It appears that dynamic, interesting, enjoyable, exciting, and inspiring worship
involves great variety, the key being the presence of the Spirit irrespective of style.32
PreachinglTeaching
Kirk Hadaway argues that "there is not as much correlation between church
growth and the quality (and style) of preaching as might be expected" (1991:66-67).
Hadaway reports that some gifted preachers can contribute to the growth of their
churches, but that such pastors are few and far between. He further states, "for the bulk
of churches, the objective 'quality' of sermons has relatively little to do with growth"
(1991 :67).
However, many others appear to differ with him on this issue, rather seeing a
strong correlation between the quality of preaching (and teaching) and church growth
(Schuller 1974:129-144). "Perhaps one of the most overlooked and 'under-discussed'
issues in church growth today is the relationship between preaching and church growth"
(Towns, Wagner, and Rainer 1998:98).
Keith Hinton discussing growth in Singaporean churches argues, "the key to
church growth is preaching, but it must be lively preaching, with strong convictions,
tailored to the congregation ' s needs" (1985 : 146). "Preaching and teaching .

must

touch human need, be purposeful and elicit a response" (Hinton 1985:146). And, the
various authors contributing to a book related to case studies often growjng Chinese
churches in Taiwan consistently reported the importance of preaching and its direct
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relationship to church growth (Swanson 1977:64, 66, 77, 93, 101). "The relevance of the
message to the actual needs of the people listening makes Christ a real option for the
seeker and the source to meet needs of the believer and the seeker" (Swanson 1977:64).

Diffusion Theory
Everett M. Rogers seminal work, Diffusions of Innovations, Fourth Edition
(1995), serves as the primary resource related to diffusion theory for this study.33
Diffusion research has been widely utilized in many different disciplines including
anthropology, rural sociology, education, public health and medical sociology,
geography, general sociology, marketing and communication studies (Rogers 1995:4243). These studies have taken place in the West as well as in many different crosscultural studies around the world, including Asia (Examples--See Rogers and Kincaid
1981-Roger' s own research in Korea).
Only a few have utilized the application and use of diffusion theory for the study
of religion, the sociology of religion, or religious conversion 34 For a brief history of the
development of diffusion theory, see Appendix N. This study will draw from a wide
range of literature related to diffusion theory and other complementary disciplines
including communication theory, consumer behavior (marketing), sociology of religion,
cultural anthropology, and missiology.35
Brief Description of the Main Constructs of Diffusion Theory

Diffusion, as used in the research tradition known as diffusion theory or the
diffusion of innovations, is generally defined as a process embodying certain
characteristics or numbers of elements. Rogers defines diffusion as "the process by
which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the
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members ofa social system" (Rogers 1995 :5). Rogers emphasizes four main elements in
the diffusion of new ideas as follows : "(1) an. innovation, (2) which is communicated
through certain channels, (3) over time, (4) among the members of a social system"
(Rogers 1995 :35 ; Rogers and Shoemaker 1971:19).
Another more detailed and helpful definition suggests the elements involved in
the process of diffusion include: (1) acceptance, (2) over time, (3) of some specific
ite~an

idea or practice, (4) by individuals, groups or other adopting units, linked (5) to

specific channels of communication, (6) to a social structure, and (7) to a given system
of values, or culture (Katz, Levin, and Hamilton (1963 :240). The emphasis within this
definition upon the importance of both social structure and culture is both insightful and
instructive. This study will attempt to identify or clarify the unique roles which the
surrounding context and various cultural nuances have played in shaping the diffusion of
Christianity among the Chinese in this urban context.
Rogers provides additional explanation of the four main elements as follows:
1. Innovation-an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an
individual or other unit of adoption (Rogers 1995: 11-17, 35).
2. Communication Channels- the means by which messages get from one
individual to another (Rogers 1995:17-19, 36).
3. Time-the time dimension involved in (1) the innovation-decision process,
(2) innovativeness, and (3) an innovator's rate of adoption (Rogers 1995:20
-23,36).
4. Social System-a set of interrelated units that are engaged in joint problem
-solving to accomplish a common goal (Rogers 1995 :23-30, 37 ).
Giving consideration to the primary focus of this study, the foregoing aspects
related to diffusion theory call attention to certain crucial issues which must be defined or
addressed. First, the innovation being addressed by this study is the acceptance or
adoption of Christianity as one' s religious preference. Second, this study examines the
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means that Christians and churches are employing to communicate the Christian message
in such a way that non-Christians are responding positively by adopting the Christian
faith as their religion of choice. Rogers argues that information exchange regarding new
ideas occurs through a convergence process (a two-way process versus a one-way or
linear process) involving personal networks- the meaning of the innovation is gradually
worked out through a process of social construction (Rogers 1995 :xvii; 5-6). This
meshes nicely with the emphasis upon the importance of social networks in church
growth theory (Hunter 1987:91-108). Third, this study examines whether the acceptance
or adoption of Christianity as one' s religion of preference can be viewed as occurring
through a process marked by distinct steps or stages. Fourth, this study examines the role
that social context and culture play in the adoption process.
Five characteristics of innovations which affect the rate of adoption. Rogers
contends that there are certain characteristics of innovations which affect their rate of
adoption as follows :
1. Relative Advantage-the degree to which an innovation is perceived as better
than the idea it supersedes. This can include such factors as economic
advantage, social prestige, convenience, and personal satisfaction (Rogers
1995:15).
2. Compatibility-the degree to which an innovation is perceived as being
consistent with the existing values, past experiences, and needs of potential
adopters (Rogers 1995 :15).
3. Simplicity-the degree to which an innovation is perceived as difficult to
understand or use (Rogers 1995 :16).36
4. Trialability- the degree to which an innovation may be experimented with on
a limited basis (Rogers 1995: 16).
5. Observability-the degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to
others (Rogers 1995: 16).
Can each of the foregoing characteristics be useful in examining or explaining the
motivations of Chinese in their choice for the adoption of Christianity? Rogers himself
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notes that there is a need for better understanding and further study of the motivations
involved in the adoption of innovations (Rogers 1995 : 109).
Five stages or steps in the innovation-decision process. Rogers argues that the
innovation-decision process involves a series of steps or stages as follows (See Appendix
M ):

1. Knowledge-occurs when an individual (or other decision-making unit)
learns of the innovation"s existence and gains some understanding of how it
functions .
2. Persuasion----occurs when an individual (or other decision-making unit) forms
a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward the innovation.
3. Decision----occurs when an individual (or other decision-making unit) engages
in activities that lead to a choice to adopt or reject the innovation.
4. Implementation----occurs when an individual (or other decision-making unit)
puts an innovation into use.
5. Confirmation--occurs when an individual (or other decision-making unit)
seeks reinforcement of an innovation-decision that has already been made
(Rogers 1995:20-22; 161-203).
In a previous edition (1962) of this work, Rogers used a different set of
tenninology to describe these stages or steps as follows : (1) awareness; (2) interest; (3)
evaluation (the meaning is perhaps understood as relevance); (4) trial; (5) adoption
(1962:81-86).37 The terminology employed in this earlier version has utility for this
present study. Are these criteria as described in both the original (1962) and the latest
versions (1995 ) of diffusion theory helpful in examining and interpreting the various
factors involved in why people choose to adopt Christianity as their religion of choice?
While recognizing that conversion does sometimes occur in an instantaneous
manner, numerous authorities argue that religious conversion normally involves a series
of steps or stages. However, there are varying views on what constitutes this series of
steps or stages. In addition, there are varying views as to the nature of all the factors
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involved in the decision-process.

38

Can the stages or steps postulated in diffusion theory

be instructive in understanding or interpreting the spiritual decision-process?
Prior conditions and characteristics of the innovator. Rogers notes the existence
and importance of prior conditions to these stages or steps including the following: (1)
previous practice; (2) felt needs and/or problems; (3) innovativeness of the individual(s)
involved; and (4) the nonns of the social system. In addition, Rogers also notes these
additional characteristics of the decision-making unit: (1) socioeconomic characteristics;
(2) personality variables; and (3) communication behavior (Rogers 1995:163; 268-273).39
These insights mesh well with criteria from other disciplines including church growth
theory and urban ministry regarding receptivity, the importance of ministering to felt
needs and emphasizing the relevance of Christianity to reallife.4o
Categories of adopters. Rogers categorizes adopters into five different categories
as follows (1995:22): (1) Innovators; (2) Early Adopters; (3) Early Majority; (4) Late
Majority; (5) Laggards ("Resisters," Sherry 1998:10).
Characteristics of early adopters. Rogers contends that there are certain
characteristics or generalizations which "Early Adopters" typically demonstrate including
the following: (1) have more fonnal education; (2) have higher socio-economic status;
(3) have more exposure to mass media channels; (4) have more exposure to interpersonal
channels; (5) have more change agent contact; (6) have more social participation; and
finally (7) are more cosmopolitan-have broader exposure to outside ideas (1995 :166167). This study examines whether these criteria are descriptive of first-generation
Chinese converts.
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Other insights. In The Tipping Point (2000), Malcolm Gladwell discusses the
concepts of "weak ties: rl l "critical mass," and "threshold.'>42 As the title suggests, the
presupposition of this book is that change or the adoption of an innovation, even major
changes within a society, can occur suddenly once enough factors have built up to the
moment of critical mass, or the threshold-the "tipping point" (Gladwell 2000: 12). The
author uses the analogy of an epidemic to describe how change can occur, emphasizing
three rules of the Tipping Point: (1) the " Law of the Few"; (2) the "Stickiness Factor";
and (3) the "Power of Context" (Gladwell 2000:29).
Emphasis is placed on the impact that an individual or a few individuals can have
to precipitate change-the "Law of the Few. In the spread (or diffusion, or
communication) of some innovation, the nature of the messenger does matter (Gladwell
2000:91-92). These insights complement Roger' s description of change agents and
opinion leaders, and are useful in our search to understand what persons and factors are
involved in the diffusion of Christianity among a given population segment.
Gladwell also focuses on the nature of the message, the " Stickiness Factor."
What is it that causes people to respond favorably to some messages while not to others?
This reveals the need for Christian communicators to explore ways to make the message
"sticky," not just memorable, but "irresistible" (Gladwell 2000:89-132).
Further, the author focuses on the "Power of the Context," emphasizing the fact
that certain kinds of contextual changes, even seemingly insignificant or minor changes,
have the potential of "tipping an epidemic" or precipitating great change (Gladwell
2000 :133-168). Gladwell continues by focusing on the critical role that groups play in
spreading "epidemics." Citing such examples as John Wesley' s use of small groups, the
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author notes the power of the small group to propagate and more importantly reinforce
and sustain change. The author is careful to state that cultural or contextual factors can
make a difference in relation to the size of the group within which the change is being
introduced, in terms of what is most effective to promote the adoption or acceptance of
change in a given situation or context (Gladwell 2000: 169-192).

Religion and Diffusion Theory
Religion and other areas related to religion have received very little attention in
studies related to diffusion theory or the study of the diffusion of innovations
(Montgomery 1996:xvi, 6-7; 1999:13,29). The following section will examine insights
of the few writers who have sought to examine religion from the perspective of diffusion
theory or similar methodologies not specifically called by that name.
In "Five Factors Crucial to the Growth and Spread of a Modem Religious

Movement" (1968), Luther P Gerlach and Virginia H. Hine discuss the numerous
historical , spiritual, and social factors involved in the spread and growth of the
Pentecostal movement including the impact of the Wesleyan Holiness Movement and the
Charismatic Movement. This study focuses on characteristics within the movement
which served to promote its spread and growth.
Five factors "within the movement" are significant to its diffusion and growth:
(1) reticulate organi=ation

43

[emphasis in original] ; (2) fervent and convincing

recruitment along pre-existing lines of significant social relationships;44 (3) a commitment

act or experience;45 (4) a change-oriented and action-motivating ideology which offers (a)
a simple master plan presented in symbolic and easily communicated terms, (b) a sense
of sharing in the control and rewards of destiny, (c) a feeling of personal worth and
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power;46 and (5) the perception of real or imagined opposition.f7 (Gerlach and Hine
1968:23-24 ).
Gerlach and Hine note that although they treated these five factors as separate
entities, in actual fact, each of these factors interrelates with the others in a dynamic
fashion, each contributing to the other, thus facilitating conditions which precipitate the
spread and growth of the movement as a whole. This study of the spread of
Pentecostalism is very useful considering the tremendous impact of the Pentecostal and
charismatic movement upon the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church in
KL.

In Experimentation in American Religion (1978), Robert Wuthnow examined
issues involved in the choice of some people to experiment with new religious
movements, particularly movements outside the traditional Judeo-Christian faith. He
noted that many new religious movements appear to stress the experiential dimension of
religion (1978:4).
Wuthnow posits (at least) four conditions which seem necessary for any cultural
innovation to take root and grow: (l) exposure; (2) legitimacy; (3) opportunity; and (4)
motivation. In order for people to adopt an innovation, they must first be made aware of
it. Second, adoption of an innovation will only occur where it makes sense, where it
seems reasonable to adopt it. Third, people must have an opportunity to experiment with
an innovation. Fourth, people are often motivated to adopt an innovation if such an
innovation appears to offer a solution to some pressing need or problem (Wuthnow
1978:18). Wuthnow argues that any "one of these conditions seems capable of
facilitating the diffusion of cultural innovation independently of the others

but the
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diffusion of a cultural innovation can be understood more fully by taking into account all
of these conditions than by limiting attention to anyone of them" (Wuthnow 1978:18).
The effects of different kinds of cultural exposure seem to be cumulative (Wuthnow
1978:22).
Generally, it is a cultural milieu which accords an innovation its legitimacy.
However, innovations which require a choice are different, since "their legitimacy
depends upon the presence of supportive values and beliefs that make them seem proper
and good" (Wuthnow 1978:23-24).
An innovation may be considered legitimate because it is recognized as the only

solution to a pressing social problem, or because it can be justified in relation to a
society' s highest values, or because it has earned a stamp of approval from
authorities in the knOw. But innovations may be experimented with simply
because the idea of experimentation has become a value in itself. (Wuthnow
1978:24)
In order for people to have and to take advantage of an opportunity to experiment,

there need to be situations created which do not require them to conform to conventional
expectations (Wuthnow 1978:29-30). This would suggest that those seeking to
effectively communicate the Christian message need to consciously create nonthreatening situations where people feel free to experiment without feeling any
compulsion or expectations to respond in a certain manner. Opportunity seems sufficient
in itself to encourage some experimentation among some persons (Wuthnow 1978:35).
Wuthnow contends, "The larger social contexts of religious movements are often
neglected" (1978:viii). Certain characteristics of modem society appear to facilitate
religious experimentation including higher levels of education, liberal values, marginality
to traditional family, job, and community responsibilities, and stress related to such issues
as work plans, finding meaning in life, and financial problems (Wuthnow 1978:43).48
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In Introduction to the Sociology of Missions, Robert Montgomery notes that
individual motives related to change are strongly affected by social structural forces, thus
revealing the importance of both micro (individual and personal) and macro (societal,
contextual, and cultural) factors in change (1999 :6). He further contends that it is
essential to understand the historical backgrounds and the prevailing social conditions of
receiving societies if one is to understand the factors affecting reception of an innovation
(Montgomery 1999: 12). "How receiving groups respond to representatives of one group
may be highly influenced by their relationships to other groups" (Montgomery 1999:12).

Concluding Remarks
In the complex situation in Malaysia where Chinese are a minority, and where
Chinese religion has historically served to provide their identity as a people, is it possible
that the acceptance of Christianity might address their fear of assimilation by the majority
cultural group when that group is seen as pressing for their assimilation through the
acceptance of opposing cultural and religious values?
The foregoing discussions reveal the extreme importance and impact of both the
carriers of a message, the features ofthe message itself, the context of the message, and
the social setting or group in which that message is communicated. These findings have
direct relationship to the quest involved in this study, namely to better understand how an
innovation, in this case the diffusion of Christianity, takes place within a given social
context or social segment. What kind of communicators are the most effective in
precipitating a positive response to the Christian message? What characteristics ofthe
Christian message make it "sticky," or enhance the acceptance of the innovation--the
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acceptance of Christianity as one' s religious faith? What can the church do to create an
environment which enhances the likelihood of the acceptance of the Christian faith?
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1992:55, emphasis in the original). "Next to the sermon, music is the most important part of worship"
(Easum 1990:47).
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Melanesians and Missionaries (William Carey Library, 1983) by Darrell Whiteman, Processes and
Phenomena oj Social Change (John Wiley & Sons, 1973) edited by Gerald Zaltman, Strategies jor Planned
Change (John Wiley & Sons, 1977) by Gerald Zaltman and Robert Duncan, Creating Social Change (Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston, Inc., 1971) by Gerald Zaltman, Philip Kotler, and Ira Kaufman, and Consumer
Behavior: Basic Findings and Mana[?ement Implications, First and Second Editions (John Wiley & Sons,
1979, 1983) by Gerald Zaltman and Melanie Wallendorf
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36 Instead of using the term "complexity" which has a negative correlation, I prefer using a term like
"simplicity" which has a positive correlation like the other characteristics Rogers suggests.

In How to Reach Secular People (J 992), George Hunter suggests modifying the principles related to
conversion and diffusion research, proposing the delineation of six stages to explain the "adoption process"
people typically follow in religious conversion- the acceptance ofa new innovation . The proposed stages
include: (I) awareness; (2) relevance; (3) interest; (4) trial ; (5) adoption; and (6) reinforcement (1992:7679).
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EngeJ 1975:44-46; 1979;63-87; Rambo 1993 :16-17; Sogaard 1993 :63-76; 1996:48-63 .

In Dynamics oj Intercultural Communication, Carley Dodd cites numerous sources or factors related to
innovativeness including: (1) communication sources; (2) attitudes toward change; (3) leadership status; (4)
social and demographic variables; (5) personality characteristics; (6) economic factors; (7) worldview; (8)
social-system readiness; (9) cultural involvement; and (10) cultural cohesion (Dodd 1995 :281). These
suggestions complement Rogers' discussions related to other factors which affect the adoption of an
innovation such as prior conditions and characteristics of the adopter (Rogers 1995: 163, 268-273).
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Ellison 1997:94-110; Hile 1977:499-506; McGavran 1970:216-232; 1980:245-265; Rogers 1995 :228.

A theory generally called "the strength of weak ties" holds that only weak ties can serve as bridges- that
is such weak ties provide an individual the means to come into contact with innovations that one would
normally not have access to in one s normal effective network- channels through which an individual or
community can access ideas, influences, or information beyond that which is available in their own social
circles (Granovetter 1973 : 1365, 1370; 1982: 113). Weak ties provide the bridges or inter-group connections
and links over which innovations are diffused between individuals and cross the boundaries from one group
41
to another. Individuals with few weak ties will be deprived of information from distant parts of their
social networks (Granovetter 1982: 106).
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42 Threshold models of collective behavior argue that individuals have varying thresholds or "tipping
points"-the proportion of adopters in the social system required for an individual to adopt an innovation.
A social system is believed to be most receptive to an innovation when it has reached a "critical mass"when, say, 10 to 16% of the people have adopted an innovation, it will spread to the other people within
that social system more naturally42 This issue is directly related to an individual's level of exposure to an
innovation--encounter' s with an innovation through one's extended social networks (Robertson 1966:40;
Valente 1996:73). Thresholds appear to shift according to prevailing economic and social conditions
(Valente 1995137).
By reticulate organization, the authors mean an essentially acephalous (lacking a controlling head)
organization (in contrast to many typical denominational organizations) that is made up primarily of
individual personal and external networks and associations which "overlap, intertwine and interlock," thus
forming the core infrastructure of the movement. Further, this movement is marked by a fissiparous
tendency to constantly split or grow through fission or division (Gerlach and Hine 1968:26-27). Such
organizational style would appear to resonate strongly with Chinese people who place great emphasis upon
and demonstrate remarkable skill in forming networking relationships, and who prefer to primarily focus on
such relationships to accomplish their desired ends.
43

44 The second factor noted was related to the spread of Pentecostalism was its ability to accomplish face-toface recruitment of new members along pre-existing lines of significant social relationships (Gerlach and
Hine 1968:30). Again, this tendency or characteristic of the Pentecostal movement appears to mesh well
with insights related to church growth theory and Chinese culture where strong emphasis is placed upon
social networks. Interviews of first-generation Chinese converts in this study indicates that friends or other
close acquaintances were the persons most often involved in leading a person to change religious faiths.
Gerlach and Hines make an important observation related to socio-economic status which indicates that
"kinship ties are more significant at the lower end of the socio-economic scale and various types of non-kin
associations at the upper end" (1968 :31). This strongly indicates that those involved propagating the
Christian message need to be aware of the potential different social networks which exist among their
target audience, and seek to bring influence to bear in the most appropriate place.

The third factor cited as crucial was an act of commitment-some act through which people make a
demonstrated break with their former life, and a public acknowledgement of their commitment to a new
religious faith (Gerlach and Hine 1968:32). While the worldwide Christian community typically views
water baptism as such an act, the question is raised as to whether other acts might be equally valid and in
some instances carry even greater impact within a given cultural community. An example is given where
the public burning of fetishes carries far more weight than the "gift of tongues" as a mark ofa genuine
Pentecostal experience in Haitian culture, where even those who practice Voodoo are known to speak in
tongues (Gerlach and Hine 1968:32). Regarding Chinese culture, the destruction of household images may
be a stronger indication of "conversion" than water baptism, though I am not necessarily suggesting that
water baptism is unimportant.
45

46 Certain characteristics of the ideology or belief system which appear important to the diffusion and
growth of Pentecostalism include its dogmatic quality-not so much in the sense of its meaning but rather
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in its certitude, an intolerance for the ideal-real gap- the baptism in the Holy Spirit is assumed to provide
the means to enable one to live the Christian life, providing a method by which living the ethic becomes
possible (Gerlach and Hine 1968:34). Other characteristics of Pentecostal ideology deemed important
include the seriousness with which participants approach it, the amount of time spent in studying it, and the
level of action generated by it "True believers do not easily perceive failure" (Gerlach and Hine 1968:3435). And, such followers appear willing to take risks and to accept innovations, especially when such
changes might advance their economic position (Gerlach and Hine 1968:35). Considering the deep
materialistic nature of Chinese, any ideology which promotes the idea that it will advance the economic
status of its followers would certainly at least receive a hearing. And, a casual examination of the impact of
Pentecostalism around the world indicates that the movement has been marked by a noticeable uplift in the
socio-economic status of its followers (Gerlach and Hine 1968:35-36).
Lastly, opposition, either real or perceived, is seen as a factor related to the spread and growth of
Pentecostalism. The pain and rejection experienced by many pentecostalists when they were rejected from
their mainline churches is offered as an example (Gerlach and Hine 1968:36-37). So, it would appear that
the very acts of rejection by other Christians served to fuel the spread of the movement. This meshes well
with evidence from several of the churches included in the case studies related to this research.
47

In studies utilizing innovation to understand religious "nones", or people with no religious affiliation,
two of Wuthnow' s conditions were specified, namely exposure and opportunity. Other studies have
revealed additional issues related to these factors including being without strong personal networks, being
mobile, being young, being educated, and living in an urban environment. Urbanization, community size,
and educational level all appear to be related to exposure, opportunity, and change legitimacy (Tamney,
Powell, and Johnson 1989:217-229).
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CHAPTER 3
Conversion and Effective Ministry in the City
This chapter reports from literature related to conversion studies and urban
ministry, which are secondary disciplines used to analyze and interpret data generated by
this research. In some instances, this review of literature will be divided into sub-sections
based on themes within the literature.
Conversion Studies
How does one define religious conversion? There remains an ambiguity related
to conversion, and its meaning is still not particularly clear.1 "Conversion is a
multifaceted experience" (Johnson and Malony 1982:73). What are its components? Are
there different types? Is it an instantaneous experience or does it occur in a gradual
process? What sorts of factors are involved in motivating a person to change their
religiou.s allegiance from one religion to another? What are the marks of authentic
religious conversion (Conn 1986b:7-9; Hiebert 1997:83-86)?
The varying accounts of conversion must be seen as being derived from multiple
causes, and the varying assumptions and emphases of particular investigators. The
confusion or diversity of definitions regarding religious conversion is perhaps related to
the fact that each contributor explains religious conversion from a particular perspective,
or the types of groups being examined, or even the changing cultural contexts. Still other
demographic factors such as age, gender, social class, exposure to the effects of
modernity, ethnic and educational distinctions, and more playa role in issues related to
conversion. But these many differing views also reveal the profound complexity of
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religious experience. This section reports from a range of literature related to the study
of religious conversion in an attempt to gain insights into such questions.
Biblical Foundations
A biblical understanding of the concept of conversion is related to several key
4

terms in the Old Testamene and the New Testament. The key biblical words for
conversion imply a redirection in one' s life, a turning from sin and a turning toward God
in response to the unique work of the Holy Spirit upon or in the life of an individual or
larger group (Gillespie 1991:23-26; Kasdorf 1980:24-25).
Key Historical Studies
There are a number of key historical studies related to religious conversion such
as William James' classical work, Varieties ofReligiOUS Experience (1902, 1958). These
studies are foundational to all current studies, providing valuable insights into the
relationship of crisis events to conversion, and discussions related to the processes
involved in religious conversion.5
Recent Studies
Considering the need to analyze the phenomena of religious conversion from a
multi-disciplinary and multi-dimensional perspective (De Jong, Faulkner, and Warland
1976:866-889; Thumma 1991:186), a sampling of the wide variety of positions related to
different issues involved in religious conversion are considered. These include such
aspects as the different types of conversion, the dimensions of conversion, the
components in the process models of conversion, the motivations for conversion, the
consequences of conversion, and the indications for identifying authentic conversion.
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One study suggests the possibility of at least six differing motifs or types of
conversion as follows: (1) intellectual- person seeks knowledge; (2) mystical- person
experiences a sudden or traumatic burst of insight; (3) experimental- person actively
explores various options; (4) affectional- person encounters a direct experience of being
loved, affirmed, etc.; (5) revivalist- person has emotional experience prompting new
behaviors and beliefs as a result of exerted pressures; and (6) coercive- intense pressure
is exerted on a person to participate (Lofland and Skonovd 1981 :373-385).
Donald 1. Gelpi, a Jesuit priest, adds a helpful contribution in discussing five
different dimensions of authentic conversion, namely: (1) affective-taking responsibility
for one' s emotional life; (2) intellectual----confronting all forms of false ideology and
consciousness; (3) ethical/moral-living by consistent principles of justice; (4)
religious-transcending personal gratification; and (5) social/socio-political-engaging
the social systems and institutions of the context (Gelpi 1976:3-26: 1998:24-39; Rambo
1993 :146-147).
John Finney developed a model with five dimensions of religious commitment
and their respective ordering as follows : ritual practice, knowledge, experience, belief,
and devotional practice (Finney 1978: 19-35). This model, more particularly the ordering
of the various dimensions, is significant to this study as it provides a relevant model for
the incorporation of non-believers into the body of believers. Expressions of interest in
religion, such as church attendance (ritual practice), provide an individual an opportunity
to gain knowledge and experience of and with the Christian faith and community.
When the religious community provides an environment in which belonging is
experienced, this experience of belonging fosters and nurtures belief. Numerous authors
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stress the importance and contribution of relational approaches to evangelism which
facilitate or encourage belonging as a prerequisite to and catalyst for believing- religious
.

6

conversion.

Finney postulates a set of causal linkages between the five dimensions. However,
he notes the effect of other variables such as age, gender, income, educational level,
marital status, and church membership upon specific dimensions related to the formation
of religious commitment (1978:32).
Many scholars concur that religious conversion generally involves a dynamic
process, composed of a series of interacting changes or contributing factors, often
7

including some dimension of crisis. A.R. Tippett suggests that the conversion process
can be understood as a series of (time) periods, each separated by a point (of decision)
which acts to terminate the foregoing period and begin the next period. The model can
be depicted in the following manner: a period of awareness of an innovation, followed by
a point of perceived relevance, which precipitates a period of decision followed by a
point of encounter, which precipitates the period of incorporation marked by some act of
incorporation such as baptism, the burning of fetishes, etc., a point of confirmation,
followed by yet another necessary period of maturation-an on-going period of
sanctification (Tippett 1977:203-221). Tippett' s steps, or series of time periods, mesh
well with Roger' s stages or steps in the innovation-decision process (Rogers 1995:20-22,
161-203 ).
Lewis Rambo, arguably the leading expert on religious conversion, draws insights
from a variety of disciplines and fields of study including anthropology, history,
missiology, psychology, sociology, and theology in his systematic and comprehensive
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work entitled Understanding Religious Conversion (1993). Religious conversion is held
to involve a process marked by distinct steps or stages which he describes in detail (See
Appendix J). While the central meaning of conversion is held to be change (Rambo
1993 :3), there seem to be as many definitions as there are denominations or differing
religious groupS! 8 Operationally, conversion is what a person or faith group says it is
(Rambo 1993 :xiv, 7).
Rambo posits: (a) conversion is a process over time (typically not a single event,
though not disallowing the possibility of sudden or instantaneous conversion)~ (b)
conversion is contextual, both influences and is influenced by a matrix of expectations,
relationships, and situations; and (c) conversion involves a variety offactors which are
cumulative, interactive, and multiple (Rambo

1993 : 5 ~

Scroggs and Douglas 1967:204-

216). This definition meshes well with the basic components of diffusion theory as well
as with other disciplines including communication theory and consumer behavior.
Rambo proposes that the conversion process is composed of seven stages,
namely: (1 ) Context; (2) Crisis ~ (3 ) Quest~ (4) Encounter; (5) Interaction~ (6)
Commitment; and (7) Consequences (Rambo 1993:17). Rambo provides an excellent
schematic detailing the various factors or issues involved in each of these stages (Rambo
1993 :168-169). While the order of these proposed stages is not universal and invariable,
they nonetheless provide a means to organize the various issues involved in religious
change (Rambo 1993:165). Rambo, like Rogers, sees the decision-making process as
being dynamic, bi-directional and reversible (Rambo 1993 :97, 165; Rogers 1995:6, 161203). Each allows for adaptation or re-invention of the innovation by the adopter
(Rambo 1993:99-100; Rogers 1995 :17, 174-180).
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It is infonnative to compare models of the decision-making process to include
Engel (communication theory), Sogaard (communication theory), Rogers (diffusion
theory), and others already cited in relation to the study of religious conversion, noting
the similarities and differences in the steps or stages depicted in the decision-making
process (See Appendices J, K, L, and M). In Contemporary Christian Communications
(1979), and in What's Gone Wrong with the Harvest (1975) which he co-authored with
Wilbert Norton, James Engel describes the spiritual decision process as linear or oneway, and primarily cognitive in nature (See Appendix K). His model does not appear to
include regression or rejection (Engel 1979:63-87; Engel and Norton 1975:43-56).
However, in Consumer Behavior, a secular work related to the field of marketing, Engel
adopts the model of Rogers and Shoemaker which provides for discontinuance or
replacement (Engel and Blackwell 1982:379-411; Rogers and Shoemaker 1971 :25).
Sogaard adds a helpful dimension in Research in Church and Mission (1996) by
including and emphasizing the role of the affective dimension in the conversion process
(See Appendix L), even citing research which indicates that sometimes, in an Asian
context, affective and behavioral changes sometimes precede cognitive change (Sogaard
1993 :63-76; 1996:58-63). This insight appears to mesh well with the preliminary
findings of this research.
Each model serves to reinforce the idea that religious conversion or the change of
one's religious allegiances, typically involves a dynamic and complex process, and has
numerous components, which may be greatly affected by the culture and context. While
acknowledging the reality of instantaneous conversion, this study assumes religious
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conversion to typically be a process (though not exclusively), and explores what the steps
or stages of this process are among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL.
Although each component may carry different weight in any specific conversion
experience, any thorough study of religious conversion must take into consideration the
following four components: (1) cultural; (2) social; (3) personal; and (4) religious
systems (Rambo 1993:7). Every conversion occurs within a context which is
multifaceted, involving the economic, political, social, and religious domains at work at
that given time.9
Gillespie illustrates the significant relationship between the dynamics involved in
religious conversion and several contributing contexts of the conversion experience,
noting the inter-relationship of the various elements. These contexts include: the social
context, the psychological context, the experiential context, the developmental context,
the emotional context, and the identity context (Gillespie 1991 :128-129).
It is useful to distinguish between the macro-context and the micro-context, each

of which potentially shape the effectiveness of any communication event (Montgomery
1999:6; Rambo 1993:20-22). This study asks what aspects from each of these
components have been demonstrated to influence the process of conversion and the
diffusion ofthe Christian faith within this unique Asian urban context.
Consequences of Conversion
The final stage in Rambo' s model is related to the consequences of the adoption
of a change in religious allegiance. Based on interviews with numerous religious
converts, Rambo offers the following list of possible consequences: a sense of
relationship with God; a sense of intimacy and connection; a sense of being loved; a
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sense of relief from

guilt ~

a sense of liberation from the pain of past actions; a sense of

belonging; being a member ofa new community; a new understanding of the nature of
reality; a sense of meaning and order for one"s life; a revolution in the way one views
one's self and the world; a sense of peace (Rambo 1993 :160-162). These criteria serve as
a guide for comparison and for interpreting the consequences (positive and negative)
reported by first-generation Chinese converts to Christianity in KL,
Motivations for Conversion
Numerous persons have investigated the motivational factors involved in why
people change religious faiths, or more specifically, why some convert to Christianity. 10
There are of course many potential factors involved in the decision to change religious
allegiance (conversion).
One author suggests that there are at least four primary motivations involved in
why people chose to become Christians, though it is impossible to determine if anyone
of the primary motives exists in isolation from the others. The four primary categories of
motives suggested are: spiritual motives-protection, salvation, safety, an escape from
judgment; social motives-protection from others, help, better relationships with others;
material motives-food, clothing, gifts, work, education; and personal motivesinterpersonal relationships with advocates or change agents such as missionaries,
recreational and social contacts (van B utselaar 1981: 111-113}
Steven Reiss has identified at least 16 basic desires that motivate the actions of
human beings, demonstrating the applicability of most, ifnot all, of these factors to an
explanation of why people turn to religion (Reiss 2000a:47-52; 2000b:222-241 ) , 11 He
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notes the need for further studies related to specific denominations and cultures
(2000a:52).12
Indicators of Conversion
Are there empirical indicators of conversion? Typical indicators of religious
conversion would include such issues as membership status, demonstration events, and
rhetorical patterns (Snow and Machalek 1984: 167-190).13 Is membership a trustworthy
mark of religious conversion? While there certainly could be a relationship, it should
seem obvious that membership is not identical to conversion. It is entirely possible to be
a church member without having experienced conversion. It would also seem possible
that one could experience conversion without formally accepting church membership.
This is perhaps especially true in cultures where public identification as a Christian might
engender danger, suffering, even loss of life and property, or where public profession is
delayed for some valid reason.
Are demonstration events such as confirmation classes, baptism, testimonials,
glossolalia (speaking in tongues, ecstatic or unlearned languages), or other outward
manifestations such as trances adequate proof of conversion? Is it not possible to have
observed such public or even private rites yet without having a true conversion
experience? It would appear that it is possible to make some form of public confession
while yet lacking private acceptance, or conversely to make a private yet true acceptance
without any public form of confession. Conversion cannot be automatically inferred
from such demonstration events (Snow and Machalek 1984: 171-173).
George Hunter further offers some insights that may be helpful in identifying and
evaluating the criteria or goals (conscious or unconscious, stated or unstated) churches
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employ to define or indicate the identity of an authentic "Christian" (1996:35-54).14
These criteria certainly vary between individuals, churches, and denominations based
upon their theological understandings of the Christian faith. Would it be possible to
measure up to any or all of these characteristics without yet experiencing a true
conversion to the Christian faith? Are these characteristics of churches in the West
applicable to the Chinese churches included in this study? Viewing "conversion as an
inherently subjective phenomenon", Staples and Mauss state, "we believe that the
subject, and only the subject, is qualified to tell us who he or she really is

it is a

mistake to ignore what our subjects tell us" (1984: 138). This study examines the actual
practices or policies of the churches examined in KL, and more importantly examines the
actual statements of Chinese first-generation converts.
Other Helpful Conversion Studies
Two studies provided insights for the methodological framework and guidelines
for categorizing and codifying the data generated by this research as well as important
insights into the numerous factors related to conversion. In Finding Faith Today (1992),
John Finney, reporting on research related to the conversion of more than 500 persons in
England from a wide variety of church backgrounds, described conversion as both a
process and an event (1992:30). Finney' s conclusions regarding the main and supporting
factors leading people to a faith decision were useful for comparison and contrast with
the data generated by this study.
In The Contagious Witness (] 999), Ron Crandall explores the many factors
involved in people coming to faith with particular attention paid to the role others playas
agents of grace-contagious witnesses (1999:7). Crandall examines thousands of
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conversion accounts of persons from the United States across a wide spectrum of
denominational backgrounds, comparing a variety of factors involved in conversion
across three age groups----childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Crandall' s finding
related to agents of influence and agents of decision provided useful data for comparison
with the data generated by this research.
A Malaysian Case Study
One helpful conversion study focusing exclusively upon the Chinese in Malaysia
is that of Rev. Lim Chean Ean, now a Bishop with the Anglican Church. His doctoral
dissertation, "The Seed Growing Quietly: A Pastoral Theological Study on Christian
Conversion in a Malaysian Chinese Context" (1988), is based on the life stories of two
individual Chinese converts. Although Lim ' S study examines the conversion stories of
just two individuals who were adolescents at the time oftheir conversion, it is
nonetheless instructive, and useful for this present study. The author carefully examines
contextual, cultural, relational, and other influential factors impinging upon the decision
of these two individuals to adopt Christianity as their religious faith, noting the
consequences ofthat decision, with particular emphasis upon the impact of the decision
upon the individual's larger familial and social networks. It is questionable however
whether Lim ' s conclusions can be generalized from a study limited to just two
individuals.
Lim ' s work seems to reveal a bias against charismatic forms of religion versus the
more traditional. The author seems to weave his theological bias into his interpretation of
the two conversion stories examined. It is interesting to note that in recent years many
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Malaysian Anglican churches have been profoundly, and many would argue positively,
impacted by the Charismatic Renewal Movement'
The author is concerned that Christianity, as it has historically been introduced
among the Chinese in Malaysia, alienates the convert from his familial and social
networks (Lim 1988:233). My personal experience and preliminary studies do not seem
to suggest that this necessarily need alienate the individual from his broader familial and
social networks. However, Chinese-educated Chinese are undoubtedly more
conservative, more resistant or slow to change, and more sensitive of issues or decisions
which might impact their familial or social relationships. It is therefore reasonable to
argue, as the author does, for a balance between an emphasis on personal salvation and
the need to maintain harmony within the family and continuing identity with the broader
community.
Lim is further careful to note the differences between English-educated and
Chinese-educated Chinese in terms of their openness to non-traditional forms of
Christianity (charismatic), stating that English-educated are more drawn to the
Charismatic Renewal (Lim 1988:180). He further states that English-educated Chinese
have little knowledge or understanding of their traditional culture, and are therefore more
willing to accept new cultural innovations (Lim 1988: 190).
Noting the prevailing pluralism and complexity of the Malaysian context, Lim
notes several issues of significance. He promotes the use ofthe national language
(Bahasa Melayu--Iiterally means the Malay language), vis-a-vis either Chinese or

English, within the worship context as a means of integrating this multi-racial society,
noting however the reI uctance of Chinese to do so! He notes the reality of racial tension
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and polarization between the different races, citing such factors as the government's New
Economic Policy (NEP) which shows favoritism to the Malay based on the need to raise
their standard of living. The Chinese are uneasy over the identification of Malaysia as an
Islamic nation, with the stated desire of fundamentalist Malay Muslims to eventually
impose Shariah (Islamic) Law upon the nation (1988:236-250).
While Lim suggests the need for a more complete integration of the Chinese with
the broader community as a means to lessen or weaken the impact of such issues, my
experience suggests that the aforementioned concerns stated by Lim only serve to cause
the Chinese to be even more concerned about their own identity, culture, and language,
thus causing them to be more reluctant to be identified with the broader community.
Preserving the Chinese language is especially viewed as one essential means of
preserving or maintaining a Chinese identity, at least for the Chinese-educated (Yang
1999:133).

Urban Ministry/Urban Anthropology
The ongoing urbanization of the world, and the rapid growth of cities on every
continent, presents the Christian community with the tremendous challenge of effectively
communicating the Christian message to these umeached masses of urban dwellers (Ortiz
and Baker 2002:33; Smith 1984:149).15 More than three decades ago, one visionary
church leader noted that discipling these urban population centers would be the most
urgent task confronting the Church (McGavran 1970:295). Reaching these cities for
Christ is "the key challenge for mission in the twenty-first century" (Johnstone 1998:241248).
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The Bible and the City
Perhaps we need to be reminded that the Bible has much to say in regards to urban
ministry.16 In the New Testament, apostolic Christianity is essentially an urban movement,
reflecting a strategy, intentional or not, of impacting the major cities which then served as
centers for the diffusion of the Christian movement into the surrounding regions (Bakke

1987:75-85; Greenway and Monsma 1989:13, 15). As one reflects upon the Scriptures, one
question demands our attention. What is the attitude of God toward the city? 17 "We must
realize that the Lord of history was and is present in the city" (Ortiz 1992: 87).
An Adequate Theology for Urban Ministry
The most often cited factor, and perhaps the single greatest need, noted in the
normative literature related to urban ministry is the formation of an adequate biblical and
theological foundation for ministry. 18 Christian ministry and mission are a projection of
theological beliefs, and their vigor and form reflect the theological base on which they rest.
There is always the danger that the urgency of the task will cause those involved in urban
mission to neglect the necessary biblical foundations. Sound urban strategies and mission
operations require solid biblical and theological foundations (Greenway and Monsma

1989:] -2).
Manuel Ortiz argues that "the failure of the church in the city has not been a failure
of technique, but of theology

the lack of theology is not because we are too busy, it is

because we do not understand how theology works in an urban context" (Ortiz 1984:12-19).
Thinking oftheo)ogy as a never-ending process, as a verb rather than a noun, is a helpful
analogy which should inform our efforts at developing an effective theology and effective
strategies for urban ministry (Linthicum 1991:23; Van Engen and Tiersma 1994:279). The
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following sub-sections address most of the necessary components of an adequate theology
for ministry within a typical modem urban context. These issues are presented in a
conceptual and somewhat sequential order in terms, though in actuality each of these
components are inter-related and on-going in nature.
Church Growth and the Cities
Even though the New Testament Church appears to have largely been an urban
church., in recent history the church has not done very well in communicating the Christian
faith effectively in the major cities of our world, except perhaps for the Pentecostals and
charismatics (McGavran 1980:314-322; Ortiz and Baker 2002:44-45). "Cities of today
present a picture of crisis and opportunity" (Maroney 1987:79). "Disci piing urban
populations is perhaps the most urgent task confronting the Church" (McGavran
1980:332).
In Understanding Church Growth (1980), McGavran set forth several keys to
church growth in cities.

19

Others offer additional criteria which they feel are essential

marks or characteristics of growing urban churches.2o "Failure of the Church to grow in
most cities is not due to lack of effort" (McGavran 1980:318). Why is the church growing
and expanding in some cities but not in others? And, why are some churches and
denominations doing better in establishing urban congregations than others? In addition to
the need for an overarching theology and strategy for urban ministry, because of the
growing complexity of major cities throughout the world, there remains a need for the
development of strategies designed to impact specific urban centers.
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Barriers to Church Growth
Although there certainly are real barriers to the diffusion of Christianity and the
growth of the church in the cities of our world, in actuality, the majority of barriers or
hindrances to effective urban ministry are within the churches versus the surrounding
context.2 I In The Community o/the King (1977), Howard Snyder argues,
Church growth is not a matter of bringing to the Church that which is necessary
for growth, for if Christ is there, the seeds of growth are already present. Rather,
church growth is a matter of removing the hindrances to growth. The Church will
naturally grow if not limited by unbiblical barriers. (1977: 119)
Snyder suggests a number of factors which serve to inhibit church growth including: (1)
spiritual disunity; (2) immorality; (3) false doctrine; (4) unbiblical traditions; (5) rigid
institutional structures; (6) the clergy-laity dichotomy which serves to stifle lay
involvement and the exercise of spiritual gifts; (7) the institutional church' s edifice
complex or dependency on buildings; (8) the rigidity of denominational and missionary
structures; (9) inflexible traditions in regards to time and form of church gatherings; (10)
sterile worship patterns (1977: 119-121).
In The Urban Christian (1987), Ray Bakke cites the following issues as being the
primary barriers inhibiting urban churches from growing: (1) inadequate organized
prayer; (2) inadequate numbers of properly trained leaders; (3) the lack of vision.
motivation, and a burden for the non-Christian ; (4) a rural mentality; (5) the failure to use
existing opportunities for witnessing; (6) the lack of contact with and the failure to
develop relationships with non-Christians; (7) the lack of cooperation between churches;
(8) busyness with church activities and meetings: (9) a generation gap between existing
church leaders and emerging church leaders; and (10) the lack of suitable buildings and
facilities (Bakke 1987:59-60).22
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Visionary Leadership
The importance of vision and visionary leadership cannot be overstated for pursuing
the complex tasks involved in effectively planning and implementing urban ministry.23 The
maintenance of a vision for the city is one ofthe primary factors which provide the power
necessary for sustaining a city ministry (Linthicum 1991a:236, 279). Vision is seen as the

link between dream and action (Hessel grave 1988:65). A critical attribute of success for
cities in the future will be leadership, especially the ability to envision their unique futures,
and to formulate strategies for their design and development (Barrett 1986:20). If this is true
of the cities, how much more must it be true of the churches which will work to
communicate the gospel message within those complex and rapidly growing cities!
Spiritually sensitive leaders realize that their primary task is to discern and articulate a
Spirit-led vision for their respective churches and ministries---no single church can do
everything which needs to be accomplished in a city.
Intercessory Prayer
The second most cited factor necessary for effective urban ministry in the normative
literature was the need for urban ministry and mission to be undergirded by prayer-fervent,
intercessory prayer, even spiritual warfare prayer.

24

"Prayer is both absolutely necessary

and strategic" (Linthicum 1991 :155). The complexities of urban life magnify the need for
well-informed, focused, even systematic intercessory prayer to address and confront the
numerous realities (including the spiritual) involved in urban life and ministry.
Dependency upon the Person and Work ofthe Holy Spirit
Recognition of and dependence upon the person and work of the Holy Spirit is
another crucial factor often cited by those involved in effective urban ministry/mission?S
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The realities of present-day urban life present the Church with issues, needs, and problems
which are too great for the Church to handle or solve in its own means, and demand spiritual
resources which God alone can make available to the Church through His ever-present Holy
Spirit in our midst.
In-Depth and On-Going Research
The importance of on-going and in-depth research for urban ministry cannot be
overstated The need for and value of the research of a given urban context is of crucial
importance to the tasks related to urban ministry.26 Researching an urban context is
complicated by the very complexity of the city. "Cities must be studied as one would a
mosaic" (Backham and Smith 1987:85). In addition to understanding the foregoing realities
in the city, it is also essential to fully understand the spiritual realities at work within a given
urban context (Otis 1999:77-98; Wagner 1993:11-26; 1996:11-33). Research further
enables church leaders and churches to understand where and among whom the Spirit of
God is at work in a city, and how an individual church might be used of the Spirit to
advance His work.
Exegeting the Urban Context
Properly understanding the city, being able to exegete the urban context,27
understanding the city as an interlocking and interrelated set of systems and structures,28
understanding the history of forces and counter forces that have shaped the city and its
several component areas (Kehrein 1999:55), understanding the dynamics of urbanization
and pluralism,29 and the processes of secularization (Conn 1987:107-109), are essential
factors in effective urban ministry.3o "Every city has a unique ethos" (Bakke 1984a:21).
"Cities are complicated, but not

incomprehensib~e"

(Greenway and Monsma 1989:112).
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"One cannot be effective in urban ministry without dealing with the systems and structures
of the city" (Linthicum 1991 : 278).31 The proper exegesis of the context is essential before
one can make a relevant and effective application of the biblical text to one' s ministry
situation.
Adequate Planning and Strategizing
The necessity of adequate planning and the development of adequate strategies is
another essential factor involved in urban ministry.32 Strategic planning basically has three
foundational pillars, all of which must be undergirded by an openness to the Holy Spirit: (1)
intuition; (2) experience; and (3) research (Engel 1991:6).
The numerous elements necessary for developing an overall urban strategy include
the need for concrete plans for disci pIing unreached people, deliberate outreach evangelistic
projects, the need for missionaries to be assigned full-time to such projects, the need for full
partnership with the local churches, and the need for interdenominational cooperation
(Barrett 1986:31-32). "Flexibility is the watchword for urban church strategy development"
(Wagner 1989: 192). Urban strategies must change as the cities change, and the needs of
urban populations change. It will require a multiplicity of strategies and methodologies to
reach the cities of our world (Allen 1999:223-226; lobe 1999:203-214).
Networking and Partnerships
The importance of networking with other groups working in a given urban area, and
throughout the world, is a factor that is consistently stressed by those promoting urban
ministry.33 "Networking is the first task any urban pastor needs to do in his or her
community. For on the strength of his or her networks will stand or fall the ministry"
(Linthicum 1991a: 197). In actuality, the cities of our world will remain largely unreached
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until and unless the numerous components making up the collective Body of Christ begin to
work together.

34

Training and Empowering the Laity
Training and empowering local and indigenous church leaders, including giving
special emphasis to the role of the laity, is also essential to effectively accomplishing the
many tasks involved in urban ministry.35 "The key to developing strong and effective
churches is local leadership" (Greenway and Monsma 1989:40). "The primary purpose of
the urban church is to be the training ground .

preparing each Christian to undertake his or

her ministry in the city" (Linthicum 1991 a: 190).
Church Planting
Evangelism resulting in the planting of healthy, reproducing churches is also an
important factor in the long-tenn effectiveness of urban ministry. 36 Urban churches need to
emphasize the importance of "comm un ity "-the church as a community offaith, fellowship,
love, and hope, (Greenway and Monsma 1989:21-22; Snyder 1996:83-92, 123-126).
"Community" is the evidence of authentic Christianity (Linthicum 1991 a:259).
Social Networks
Successful and effective urban ministries also recognize the importance of building
relationships with people through which ministry can occur and through which the gospel
can be presented to homogeneous units such as families rather than focusing primarily upon
individuals.

37

Even though cities seem to encourage alternative types of relationships, urban

dwellers nonetheless usually have meaningful relationships (Conn 1987:42-43; Eames and
Goode 1977:117-122). Voluntary units, social networks or other homogeneous groups are
fonned to meet a variety of human needs (Conn 1987:43). Social networks are not
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destroyed by the city: new ones are created, but these are not always connected strictly with
family or kin.38 Cities are not single, homogeneous units, but rather conglomerates of
thousands of different groups, many of which require specially designed strategies (Conn
1987:194).
Identifying and Ministering to Felt Needs
Meeting the felt needs of people is another crucial factor involved in successful
urban ministry.39 "The church must seek to fully understand the people's needs so that it can
do ministry concretely and relevantly, and with full local involvement" (Mutunga
1994: 190). It is also important to look beyond the immediate or present needs to future or
anticipated needs (Conn 1987:113; Ortiz 1992:89-90). "If the church is going to minister
effectively in its community, it must be addressing the issues the people perceive as the
issues; no other issues really exist" (Linthicum 1991 a:20 1).
Ministry to the Urban Poor'
The poor are increasingly being attracted or drawn to the urban centers of our world
through what is sometimes described as "push" and "pull" factors, and this reality demands
a response from the Christian community.4o More than 25% of the world's poor live in
cities, that percentage being as high as 90% in some regions of our world (PICCED 1999:2).
Effective urban strategies must address these increasing masses of peoples caught in urban
poverty. Yet, in reality, few churches are taking seriously God's special concern for the
poor (Snyder 1996:37-49).41 "The urban poor constitute the largest unclaimed frontier
Christian missions has ever encountered" (Greenway and Monsma 1989:45). One church in
this study is emphasizing ministry to the urban poor.
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Understanding the nature of urban poverty (the numerous interlocking causes and
consequences of poverty) is a crucial aspect of ministering effectively to the poor in most
urban contexts. The tremendous growth of poverty is one of the major problems facing the
world's largest cities (Greenway and Monsma 1989:51).42 If the church and mission
agencies are to be able to develop holistic ministries which adequately address persons
caught in poverty, they need to understand the numerous interlocking causes of poverty
(Greenway and Monsma 1989:51-54).43
Ministry to Migrants and Internationals
"The urbanization of the planet and the globalization of cities are reminders that
push-pull is more than a sociological reality; it is also a theological announcement"
(Conn and Ortiz 2001 :288). The major cities of our world are becoming microcosms of
the world. In what might be understood as the "Reverse Great Commission," God is
bringing the peoples of our world to within the very shadows of our churches (Conn and
Ortiz 2001 :288). There is a real need for urban churches to discover these hidden peoples
in their midst and to develop specific strategies and ministries to reach out to them in the
language of these peoples and in cultural forms which attract them and meet their
44
communal needs.
With the ever increasing numbers of foreign migrants pouring into the cities, as well
as the migration of peoples from rural to urban contexts within given areas (in-country
migrants), ministry to ethnics and migrants is now a significant factor in urban mission
which must be understood and pursued with vigor.

45

Urban migrants are among the most

receptive persons to Christian ministry in the world (Greenway and Monsma 1989:46).
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Concluding Remarks Concerning Cities and the Diffusion oflnnovations
A considerable body of literature places stress upon the key role major cities play in
the dissemination of change or the diffusion of innovations.46 This seems to be especially
true of national capitals, followed by the other metropolitan centers next in rank
(Hagerstrand 1968: 175). Urbanism and the size of population are seen as directly
contributing to higher rates of unconventionality and facilitating the ease of achieving the
critical mass necessary to perpetuate change (Stark 1996:134). Community size is related to
both exposure to new ideas as well as greater opportunity to adopt new practices (Tamney,
Powell, and Johnson 1989:2 I 7). The urban context itself plays a key role in the diffusion of
innovations.
The foregoing being true, it is vitally important that churches in the major cities of
our world understand the impact and significance of the city itself upon their tasks. Urban
churches must discover and utilize every constructive means to effectively propagate the
Christian faith and grow churches within these influential urban contexts. This study
specifically examines growing churches in KL, noting the key factors involved in the
diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora.

End Notes
I

Conn 1986b:7; Finney 199218; Thumma 1991 :187.

2

Bainbridge 1992:191 ; Gallagher 1990:135-136, 141 , 149; Hefner 1993 :27; Thumma 1991:186-187, 190.

Barclay 1963 :24; Brown 1971 :353; Erickson 1985:936; Ferguson, Wright, and Packer 1988 167; Gaventa
1992:44; Gillespie 199122; Moody 1981 :3 16; Tenney 1976:955 .

J

Brown 1971 :353 ; Gaventa 1992:46; Gillespie 1991 :26; Johnson and Malony 1982:77-80; Kasdorf
1980:41-52; Tenney 1976:955; Thanzauva 1992:75-76 .

4

5 Important historical studies include: G. Stanley HaII and Edwin Starbuck were two of the earliest to study
religious conversion. Hall focused on conversion as part of the necessary process of maturation during
adolescence, a movement involved in the various stages of human development (Gillespie 1991 :30-31).
Edwin Starbuck, perhaps the first to note the high correlation between adolescence and conversion, defined

97

conversion by its cause rather than specifically delineating the experience. In Psychology oj Religion
(1915), Starbuck focused on the sudden changes involved in conversion, seeing conversion as a process of
growth. Starbuck proffered a new insight, suggesting that there were two types of conversion: (l)
volitional-a spontaneous awakening and sense of the divine ; and (2) self-surrender, an intermediate form .
Starbuck's work stimulated further research into religious conversion by many others (Gillespie 1991 :31,
98; James 1958:184-187).
William James made a major contribution to the study of religious conversion in his now classic
work Varieties oj Religious Experience (1902, 1958), first delivered as the "Gifford Lectures" at the
University of Edinburgh in 1901-1902 (Gillespie 1991 :32). For James, religious conversion was a unifying
psychological experience, defined by the nature and the causes of the experience. But, his primary interest
was focused upon the results or consequences of religious conversion- the usefulness or value of religious
conversion to the person having experienced it James advocated two types of religious conversion, sudden
and gradual, but held a somewhat divided or confusing position that the two types were not basically
different experiences He focused primarily upon the sudden variety, finding it more interesting (Conn
1986:7; Gillespie 1991:31-34; James 1958:159, 165, 171 , 184-187, 191). James even held that there were
some persons who were incapable of experiencing religious conversion (1958 : 182-183).
George Albert Coe , in The Spiritual Life (1900), made a unique contribution to the study of
religious conversion by emphasizing the importance of religious nurturing and the gradual nature of
spiritual change rather than either a sudden or crisis-oriented experience (Gillespie 1991 :34). In
Psychology oj Religion (1916), Coe posited six different senses which aid in the definition or understanding
of religious conversion: (1) conversion is a voluntary turning about or a change in attitude; (2) it is a
renunciation of one religion to accept another; (3) it is a means of individual salvation; (4) it is the growing
consciousness of the religious mores of a particular family; (5) it is a quality oflife of a Christian; and (6) it
is any abrupt transfer ... from one standpoint to another (Coe 1916: 152; Gillespie 1991 :34)
Yet another defined religious conversion on the basis of content rather than by nature, cause, or
result . Robert Thouless, in Introduction to the Psychology oj Religion (1971), defined conversion as a
process, either sudden or gradual, with contents primarily intellectual, moral or social (Gillespie 1991 :3637; Thouless 1971 :104). Others would define religious conversion in terms of function, effect, suddenness,
depth, movement, crises experiences or problem-solving processes (Gillespie 1991 :43-49).
See the following references related to the issue of belonging before believing: Finney 1978:22; Gibb
2000:193-216; Hunter 2000b:30-33, 75-94; Galloway 1999:75-94; McLaren 2002:84; McGaw 1980:284.

6

7 In their study of conversion within a cultic movement, Lofland and Stark outlined a model of seven
accumulating conditions to describe and account for conversion (1965:862-875). The conditions identified
as necessary and sufficient for a person to convert included: (1) the experience of acutely felt tensions; (2)
within a religious problem-solving perspective; (3) which leads the person to define him/herself as a
religious seeker; (4) encountering the new religious movement at a turning point in life; (5) the formation
of an affective bond with one or more converts; (6) where extra-cult attachments (particular family and
former close friends) are absent or neutralized; and (7) the on-going exposure to intensive interaction with
members of the new movement.
Since these findings were related to the study of a small cultic movement, the authors recognized
the potential difficulties in generalizing their conclusions (Lofland and Stark 1965 :874-875). In actual fact
this research precipitated a flurry of research by others attempting to replicate or disprove the theory as it is
related to other religious groups. In most instances some of the conditions were found to be fairly
universal, while in others they were not. 7 Lofland and Stark's model might best be understood as a set of
conditions often involved in conversion versus an actual model for conversion (Kox, Meeus 'T Hart
1991:238).

8

Rambo 1993 :2-3; Snow and Machalek 1984:167-190; Yang 1998:240.

9

Gration 1983 :157-163; Rambo 1993 :20; Gillespie 1991:128-131.

10 Resources related to motivational factors involved in religious conversion include: Gorlow and
Schroeder 1968:241-251; Pitt 1991:171-183; Reiss 2000a:47-52; Webb 1965 :51-58.

98

11 The sixteen basic desires or motivational factors are power, independence, curiosity, acceptance, order,
saving, honor, idealism, social contact, family, status, vengeance, romance, eating, physical activity, and
tranquility (Reiss 2000b: 17-18). Reiss builds upon the work of others involved in the study of human
motivations including William James (1842-1910), Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), B.F. Skinner (1904-' 990),
Carl Rogers (1902-1987), Abraham Maslow (1908-1970), and others.

12 Yet another study focused on the interrelationship between religious behavior and need theory-involves
the study of factors involved in the meeting of needs, felt and real (Webb 1965 :51-60). This study
demonstrated the complexity of motivational factors, but also revealed the potential use of need theory as a
framework for analyzing motivations underlying religious behavior (Webb 1965 :56-58).

J3 Snow and Machalek argue that conversion involves radical change including beliefs, values, behavior,
identity, interpersonal loyalties. and even one's universe of discourse--a change in one's speech and
reasoning (1984: 170, 173-174). They posit four rhetorical indicators including biographical
reconstruction. adoption of a master attribution scheme, suspension of analogical reasoning, and
embracement of the convert role as the only trustworthy empirical marks of genuine conversion (Snow and
Machalek 1984: 171-174). However, attempts to replicate their study suggest that these indicators are
perhaps better viewed as indicators of religious commitment versus conversion (Staples and Mauss
1987:133-147)
J4 Hunter"s insights are based on the observation often goals which ineffective churches in the West
typically have of people. These include some kind of religious orientation, certain belief characteristics,
certain behavioral characteristics, certain experiences, a re-inculturation to identify with the new group, an
acceptance or adherence to certain accepted civic or cultural values, the sharing of political values, support
for the institutional church, an emphasis upon preparation for heaven, and in some instances specific
sacramental goals (Hunter 1996:36-41).
15 Since 1996 more than 50% of the people in the world live in cities. By 2025 the proportion will reach
almost 66% (Ortiz and Baker 2002:29; World Resources 1999: I). In 1900 there were only between ten to
twenty cities in the world with a population of one million . By 2000 there were between 400 to 500 cities
with a population of over one million. representing more than one-third of the world's population. There
were approximately twenty-eight mega-cities-cities with a population of over eight million persons.
These cities alone constituted more than ten percent of the world ' s population. Twenty-two of these cities
were in the so-called developing world, the majority being located in Asia (Clark 1996:22, 46-47; Conn
and Ortiz 2001 :64-79; Stone 2001 : 1-6; Westgate 1997:203-204).

16 The Bible begins in a garden, but it ends in a city (Greenway 1992:14). Cities have been viewed as being
important and strategic throughout the Bible (Bakke 1984c:26; 2000: 1-102; Conn and Ortiz 2001 :83-154;
Grigg 1996:14-16). The Bible might even be viewed as a handbook for urban ministry (Linthicum 1991 :21)
The Bible mentions "city" over 1200 times, and at least 119 different cities (Allen 1986:6-13; Bakke 1984c: 1417; 1987:62).
17 Equally important is the attitude of church and mission leaders toward the city Is the city of God or of
Satan? Is the city something to be feared or confronted, or something to be celebrated (Linthicum 1991 a:29)?
How one answers such questions has a lot to say about how one goes about ministry or mission within the city.
Christians must learn to love the city and its people, must get to know the city, must learn to appreciate the
body of Christ that exists in the city, must build genuine credibility, must hurt for the city, must possess a deep
and genuine passion for evangelism (Greenway 1974: 119; Greenway and Monsma 1989:248-249). The church
is responsible for equipping its members to impact "all the systems and all the areas that constitute urban life"
(Greenway and Monsma 1989:8).

Bakke 1984b:26-27; 1985:20-21 ; 1987:62; 1988:8-15; 1989:8-19; 1997a:14-30; 1997b:79-93; 2000; Cerillo
1991: 102f.; Conn 1987:10, 28; Copeland and Tonna 1984:24-25 ; Greenway and Monsma 1989:1-12, 78-79,
251; Haney 1994:74; Hastey 1984:159; Kaiser 1989:6-17; Kauffman and Linthicum 1988:6-13; Linthicum
18

99

1991a:63, 116-117; Perkins 1993:41-45; Rubingh 1987:5-11; Starkes 1984:114; Stone 2001:1-6; Thiessen
1994:92-95; Van Engen and Tiersma 1994:241-285 .
19 McGavran ' s keys include: (1) emphasize house churches; (2) develop unpaid lay leaders; (3) recognize
resistant population segments; (4) focus on responsive population segments; (5) multiply churches or
congregations among specific ethnic and linguistic groups and among particular social classes; (6)
overcome the property barrier; (7) the importance of effective communication methods; and (8) providing a
theological basis for an egalitarian society (1980:322-330).

Resources related to characteristics of growing churches include: Chia 1990:30-35; Cho 1984:4-14; Conn
1995:3-7; DuBose 1984:15-23 ; Ellison 19887-18; Greenway 1985 :3-5 ; McGavran 1983 :3-11 ; Ortiz
1984:14; Swanson 1990:6-20; Toh 1990:45-52; Underwood 1990:26-33; Westgate 1986:6-13 ; Yamamori
1984:29-35.

20

21

Clapp 1994: 115-1 21; George 1993 : 129-197;Ortiz and Baker 2002:41 ; Wang 1989:128.

22

Other references to barriers by Ray Bakke include: Bakke 1984d:149-154; 1986a: 10-13; 1986b:6-17.

23 References related to leadership and its significance to effective urban ministry include: Barrett 1986:22;
Conn and Ortiz 200l:377-397; Haney 1994:73 ; Hesselgrave 1988:65; lobe 1999:203-214.

References related to the centrality of prayer to effective urban ministry include: Bakke 1987:196; Conn
1992:328; Ellison 1988:8-9; Greenway and Monsma 1989:8, 80, 83 ; Grigg 1990: 155; Haggard and Hayford
1997: 11-66; Hesselgrave 1988:59; Linthicum 199Ia:75, 149-155, 196; Neighbour 1991:22; Parks 1984: 11 ;
Perkins 1993:169.
24

25 Dawson 1989:169-179; Greenway and Monsma 1989:25, 29; Grigg 1990:195; 1992:145- 153; 1996:25-26;
McClung 1990:35-61; Thiessen 1994:86-89.

The importance of research to effective urban ministry is noted in the following references: Conn
1991a:3-5; Conn and Ortiz 2001: 255-307; Danwing 1988:31 ; Engel 1991:6-12; Greenway and Monsma
1989:132-139; Grigg 1996:35-44; Hadaway 1997:35-45; Lingenfelter 1991:32-42; 1992183-194; Neighbour
1991:21-32; Shipp 2000a:I-6; 2000b:I-8; Waymire and Townsend 2000:3.1-6.14; Wilson 1991:13-20.

26

27

Bakke 1984e:21 ; Conn and Ortiz 2001:255-307; Grigg 1996:34.

28

Conn 1987:140-142; 1993 :328; Kauffman 1994:30; Lingenfelter 1992:183-194; Linthicum 1991:28,47, 78;

Ortiz and Baker 2002:58; Smith 1984: 154-156.
29

Bakke 1984e:20; Barrett 1986:17; Greenway and Monsma 1989:108.

30 The primary systems of a city, the socia~ economic, political, and religious institutions, constantly interact
and cooperate with each other (Linthicum 1991a:62). All other social institutions including education, health
care, arts, social services, etc., are interlocking subsystems of these primary systems (Linthicum 1991 :47; Van
Engen and Tiersma 1994:278) The social, economic, physical, and spiritual systems have the potential of
working together for the good of all the people of the city, but they also have the potential for evil, including the
exploitation of the vulnerable, the poor, and the powerless (Backham and Smith 1987:85-100).
31 In Incamationai Ministry: Planting Churches ill Band, Tribal, Peasant, and Urban Societies (1995),
Paul Hiebert and Eloise Hiebert Meneses provide valuable materials to assist one in understanding how to
accurately exegete the urban context and how to devise appropriate strategies and incamational ministries
to effectively impact the city for Christ. Particular emphasis is placed upon understanding the complex
social make-up of the city, including the significance of ethnicity and socio-economic class, social
networks, associational groups and institutions, the nature and impact of poverty, and the systemic nature
of urban societies (Hiebert and Meneses 1995:257-323)

100

Barrett 1986:30-32; Danwing 198832; Engel 1991 :9-10; Lausanne Occasional Papers No. 9:4, 1980;
Neighbour 1991:21-31.

32

References related to networking and partnering as important components in an urban strategy include:
Aghamkar 1994:155; Allen 1999:222-223 ; Bakke 1987:123-126; Bush 1992:32; Conn 1987:139; Conn
1992:329; Greenway and Monsma 1989:81; Grigg 1996:67-69; Linthicum 1991a:197, 200; Mutunga
1994:191 ; Thiessen 1994:96.

33

34

Dennison 1999:205-230; Haggard and Hayford 1997:10-62; Waymire and Townsend 2000:1.1-1.16.

35 Damazio 1999:192; Greenway and Monsma 1989:25, 39-40; Linthicum 1991a:193, 203 ; Perkins 1995:186190; Smith 1984:160.
36

Garrison 2000; Gollings 1994:127; Greenway and Monsma 1989:21 , 54, 140-153; Maluga 1999:171-186.

37

Aghamkar 1994:152-154; Bakke 1987:147-150; Greenway and Monsma 1989:20, 29; Ortiz 1992:90.

38

Conn 1987:55; Gmelch and Zenner 1996: 189; Hiebert and Meneses 1995 :276-283 .

Conn and Ortiz 2001:291 ; Easum 1996:15-19; Ellison 1988: 11-12; Galloway 1995: 17-18, 57-58; Gordon
1999:79-80; Hile 1977:499-506; Keller 1997: 146-148, 207-233 ; Perkins 1995 :17-21 ; Smith 1984:161 ; Snyder
1996:67.

39

Basham 1978:58; Conn 1984:16-25; Conn and Ortiz 2001:68, 210, 238, 288, 386; Escobar 1990:21-29;
wardet 1992:70; Grigg 1987:12-25; 1989:41-50; Linthicum 1991c:27-33 ; Son 1994: 105-116; Stone 1999:1-6;
Yuen 1987:13-19.

40

Bakke 1987: 110-126; Conn 1987: 139; 1993 :329; Conn and Ortiz 2001 :325-330; Courtney 1984:36-38;
Craig 1998; Greenway and Monsma 1989:81 ; Hiebert and Meneses 1995:335; Linthicum 1991a:197, 200;
1991b; 1991c:27-33 ; Liu 1994:167-172; Perkins 1993:36-37; 1995:75-159; Stone 1999:1-6.

41

References related to poverty, its causes and consequences include: Basham 1978:166; Bush 1992:32;
Christian 1994: 195-219; Conn and Ortiz 2001:325-330; Eames and Goode 1977:306-314; Grigg 1990:29-41 ,
96-104; 1992:83-94; Han 1994:16-24; Linthicum 1991a:160; McClung 1990:148; Myers 1999:61-81 ; Perkins
1995:47-59; Stone 1999:1-6; Uzzell and Provencher 1976:48-49.

42

These include: (1) the lack of employment opportunities; (2) the scarcity of decent and affordable
housing; (3) abandoned children who tend to perpetuate crime, despair, and suffering; (4) the gravitation of
elderly to the cities, most of whom lack adequate support systems; (5) the breakdown offamily structures;
(6) corruption at all levels of government and society; (7) inadequate public services; (8) churches
abnegating their responsibilities; and (9) the secularization of many churches, resulting in these churches
becoming more concerned for self than for reaching out to others (Greenway and Monsma 1989:45; Myers
1999:81-90). Other related factors include: feelings of powerlessness, insignificance, frustration, and
despair; fearfulness of the future; low health expectations; poor provision for education; a higher rate of
crime; and political turmoil (Punton and Marchant 1984:28).
43

44 Bakke 1987:73-80, 137-140; Conn and Ortiz 2001 :311-325 ; Greenway 1992:76-83 ; Grigg 1990:96-104;
Hiebert and Meneses 1995 :221-222, 267-268, 283-284; McGavran 1983 :9; Ortiz and Baker 2002:32;
Perkins 1993 :119-135; 1995:47-59; Ro 1989:2; Smith 1984:158-159.

References to migrant ministry and its significance as a part of urban strategies include: Aghamkar
1994:146; Basham 1978: 141-203; Conn 1991b:4; Greenway and Monsma 1989:61 , 73, 80; Hiebert and
Meneses 1995 :267-268, 283-284, 333-337, 351-358; Ro 1989:2; Uzzell and Provencher 1976:52-53.
45

101

46

Bowers 1937:829; Harper 1999:xiii; Katz, Levin, and Hamilton 1963 :243 ; Valente 1995 :19.

CHAPTER 4
Ancestors, Spirits, Ghosts, and Gods: Chinese Culture and Religion
Chinese culture and religion is not homogeneous, but consists of many different
traits and themes, reflecting the influence of several different movements over a long span
of time (Tan 1989:263). These movements include an ancient ancestral cult,l
4

Confucianism,2 Taoism,3 and Buddhism as well as the impact of many other cultural
customs, traditions and festivals developed in response to these movements. Further, the
culture and religion of the Chinese in diaspora have also been impacted by the cultures in
which these peoples have settled. The following discussion describes issues which are
central to understanding the prevailing worldview, value system, and identity ofthe Chinese
people, with special attention being focused on issues unique to the Chinese diaspora in
Malaysia.

Significant Aspects of Traditional Chinese Culture and Religion
Chinese culture and religion involves a wide range of beliefs, customs, traditions,
and practices. Some ofthe more important themes are discussed in the following sections.
Ancestor Veneration
There is a wide range or continuum of practices within traditional Chinese culture
that are collectively referred to as ancestor veneration. Such practices include
demonstrations of veneration for one' s deceased ancestors, as well as demonstrations of
filial piety or respect for one' s living relatives. Furthermore, these practices reflect a variety
of motivations including fear, the desire for material blessings, the expectation of
reciprocity, the need for harmony in personal relationships as well as with the world of
nature, and ancestor worship.
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These practices have historically been a predominant characteristic of Chinese
society,5 and are often collectively referred to as "the religion of the Chinese" (Hodous
1947: 11-12). They serve as .1 a fundamental connecting point in the Chinese view of the
world," (Overmyer 1986:24). It is "the central link between the Chinese world of men and
their world of the spirits" (Hsu 1981 :248).
Devotion to ancestors remains an important aspect of modem Chinese culture
(Hodous 1947: 15). Remembering and honoring ancestors through simple liturgical acts (of
worship) is considered to strengthen the famil y and to provide it with a greater sense of
continuity and permanence (Overmyer 1986:14, 51 , 88). The spirits of ancestors are
believed to live on with the power to bless or curse their descendants, depending on how
they are treated. (, Illness and misfortune are believed to be caused by demons or angry
ancestral spirits (Hsu 1981 :248-249; Overmyer 1986:27). Ancestor veneration may reflect
an early attempt or desire for a mediator to bridge the gap between humanity and God
(Leung 1996:83 ).
Filial Pietv
There is a strong relationship between ancestor veneration and filial piety (focuses
upon demonstrations of respect for and obedience to one' s living parents and grandparents),
but the motivations go beyond merel y showing respect to include fear and the desire to gain
material benefits (Hwang 1977:341 ; Tjandra 1988:61 -65). Reciprocity is the basic theme of
these rituals-the mutual exchange of gifts and favors (Overmyer 1986:69).
Filial piety is perhaps the single most important feature of traditional Chinese
culture,7 "the keystone of the Chinese ethical order" (Hodous 1947:5). The Chinese
character

_*___

(hSiao, in Mandarin) for filial piety is represented by the radical for
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"old" over the radical for "son," suggesting the meaning is related to the younger supporting
the older family members in their old age (Thompson 1979:40). Being filial also includes
showing respect for family members after their death.!! There is no greater crime or sin
among traditional Chinese than not being filial (Bond 1986:213; Thompson 1979:40).
Humanistic-Orientation
Reflecting the humanistic-orientation and influence of Confucianism, and to a lesser
extent Taoism,9 Chinese have traditionally focused on their daily lives rather than the
hereafter. The Chinese typically maintain a holistic view of the world and man as a living
system. Human nature is conceived to be basically good.
There is a moral order within nature, and there can only be harmony when humanity
strives to abide by this moral order, sometimes referred to as the "Mandate of Heaven." The
central concern of Confucianism is to affirm humanity' s inherent goodness, and to search
for a way to actualise it. The way to actualise this inherent goodness is through education,
self-reflection, self-cultivation, and behaviors in accordance with the established norms of
the culture. This enables humanity to experience the realization of the harmony that is
supposed to exist between humanity and nature. There is no real sense of sin, at least in the
sense that it is typically construed in Christian circles. From the Confucian perspective,
morality did not originate in the revelation of God, thus people could be moral without being
religious in any traditional sense (Orr 1980:88). However, Chinese people, as people in all
cultures, do have a sense of the ideal, and this provides an important bridge for developing
an appropriate concept of sin--perhaps something akin to the absence of harmony or the
presence of disunity, particularly within the immediate family.
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Ethical Value System
Present Chinese cultural identity, family and social life, and practical ethics still
strongly reflect a Confucian heritage, though this is largely unconscious to the average
Chinese. lO Confucian ethics are based on love and respect within the family (Overmyer
1986:78). Confucian ethics are oriented toward the "eternal" but in a temporal sense-the
continuation of a person's ethical influence on the thoughts and values of the descendants
(Leung 1996:71). Confucian values are reflected in goals which include a family/group
orientation, the importance of developing an inner sense of ethical commitment (Hsieh
1967: 168-169), and deep empathy and compassion for others, expressed in everyday life as
reverence for parents, loyalty to friends, and care for those less fortunate, all carried out in a
balanced harmonious way (Overmyer 1986:28). The main theme of Chinese Confucian
philosophy is focused around ethics. 11
Family-the Center of Loyaltv
Reflecting its strong emphasis within Confucianism, the family is the center of
loyalty for the Chinese (See Figure 4.1).12 Chinese appear to derive their sense of identity
and security from the family. Such attachments persist throughout one's life (Bond 1991:6).
Most of the important life decisions are decided by the family rather than the individual.
Individualism is an expressed feature of Chinese life, but it is an individualism that is
exercised in relation to outsiders, not toward or within the family context (Lee 1986: 16).
Although this feature of Chinese culture is slowly changing with modernization,
individualism within or with regards to the family is still viewed rather negatively by most
traditional Chinese--individualism equals selfishness (Hu and Grove 1991: 128).
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In contrast to most Western Cultures, Chinese place extreme emphasis upon the

group (collective) rather than the individual--individuals subordinate their personal goals to
the goals of the collective (Che

1979 : 36 ~

Hu and Grove 1991:5, 94). Two typical Chinese

behaviors are: (1) ignoring internal wishes and the dictates of personal integrity; and (2)
submitting to other's opinions and social expectations (Hu and Grove 1991 :121 ).

Figure 4.1. Chinese MindIWorldview (Ro 1988:166).
Harmony
Reflecting a primary concern of both Confucianism and Taoism, harmony in
interpersonal relationships is of paramount importance and calls for enormous sensitivity to
the feel ings, needs, priorities, and sense of dignity of other group members (Hu and Grove
199] :95). Harmony is promoted by de-emphasizing individual needs and desires-conformity to group norms is viewed positively. J3
"All men are not believed to be created equal in collectivist societies; relationships
are critical, especially those involving family" (Bond 1991 :37; Tan 1989:268-273).
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Traditional Confucian ethics conceived of societal life as being based upon the "Five
Relations:" (1) Ruler- Subject; (2) Father- Son (Teacher- Student); (3) Husband-Wife;
(4) Elder Brother- Younger Brother; and (5) Friend-Friend. 14 Right conduct is
maintaining one's place in the hierarchical order (Bond and Hwang 1988:501 ; Hu and Grove
1991 : 116). Each status is viewed as having certain privi leges and certain responsibilities---a
system based on concepts of loyalty and reciprocity (Hodous 1947:6; Tan 1989:270-271).
Chinese culture has historically been based on a patriarchal system--rnale dominated
(Bond 1991 :65; Che 1979:24,30-33). Within the traditional Chinese family, an individual's
rights and responsibilities were determined by age, gender, and order of birth (Che 1979:24,
30). Age is equated with wisdom, and persons are therefore placed in a hierarchy largely
based on age and gender (Dodd 1995:117). Other factors including education and wealth
also play important roles in determining the level of respect one is shown by others (Bond
1991 : 18). Chinese typically do not expect or seek equality in their relationships with others,
so it can be a serious mistake to attempt to force the kind of equality in relationships that is
so valued in most Western cultures (Hu and Grove 1991:6-7). Chinese will do almost
anything to avoid open confrontation or conflict. This concern for harmony reflects one of
the primary tenets of Confucianism and Taoism. 15
Face, Favor, and Fate
The concern for harmony in relationships is directly related to three other very
important aspects of Chinese culture and communications, namely face, favor and fate,
sometimes referred to as the "female triad" of Chinese culture. 16 One' s personal
achievements and personal relationships are seen as the only source of stability in a fickle
world. All social encounters are viewed as potential sources of exchange. These extended
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social networks or "spider' s web of interconnections" provides protection in an uncertain
world (Bond 1991:58).
The concept of face represents more than one's personal honor or integrity. Chinese
view face as a sort of commodity to be given and received--related to their views on
reciprocity.17 "The mutual preservation of face enables social life to proceed" (Hu and
Grove 1991: 115). Loss of face, reflecting a concept of collective shame, affects the whole
family, clan, group, etc. (Burnett 1992a:99). Loss of face occurs when a person's claims are
explicitly or implicitly questioned by others; the person causing another to lose face is also
likely to lose face too (Hu and Grove 1991 : 115).
The basic rule is: 'Honor the hierarchy first, your vision of truth second'. The
superior must always be accorded face, so one first agrees with whatever he or
occasionally) she has said. Only then is difference voiced, if possible through a
third party, and in private. If a face-to-face confrontation is unavoidable, the
subordinate will use mild ambiguous language in the hope that the superior gets the
message without getting offended. Should these appeals prove ineffective,
continued resistance may take the form of a 'go-slow' approach to the task. ...
Agreeing to disagree does not work in Chinese culture. (Bond 1991: 83)
"Chinese have a rather affectionate relationship with Fate, the great leveller" (Bond
] 99 1:61 ). Chinese typically "believe that there is a much larger element of the
unpredictable, the uncontrollable, and the predestined in our lives," and therefore are more
readily able to adjust to the vagaries of life (Bond 1991 :61). Another Chinese cultural
expert writes concerning the Chinese view of fate,
What we are in this world is predetermined destiny
but this does not make the
Chinese fatalists. Therefore, instead of accepting fate like a fatalist, he will
cooperate with fate. He will bend towards creating a better future while he can still
see this visible world in his lifetime. (Lee] 995:68-69)
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The Chinese view of such concepts as face and fate, and conversely the related concept of
reciprocity, are foreign to many persons, even many English-educated Chinese (Lee
1995:19-20).
Desire for Control Over Natural Forces
Reflecting Taoist goals, modem-day Chinese religious practices still broadly reflect
the desire to manipulate or control both the natural and the spiritual world to effect practical
benefits. They employ such means as alchemy to create magic elixirs, the use of techniques
such as breath control and bodily exercises to prolong life and health, herbal medicine, the
use of exotic foods, and the practice ofJeng-shui (literal translation, wind and water) or
geomancy. Feng-shui is an art for locating the most auspicious locations for graves,
buildings, even cities, places where there is a concentration of(ch 'i) spiritual forces or vital
energies.

18

Popular Chinese religion, like religious Taoism, views the world as populated by

a myriad of deities, spirits, both good and malevolent, all potentially affecting human fate. 19

Chinese Popular/Folk Religion
Popular Chinese religion represents a synthesis

20

of an ancient ancestral (fertility)

cult which reflects animistic beliefs and shamanistic practices, and the three major historical
influences upon Chinese thought: Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism as well as the
impact of numerous cultural traditions, customs, and festivals.21 (See a schematic of this
synthesis in the following Figure 4.2). Ancestor worship remains "the heart of present-day
Chinese folk religion" (Tjandra ] 988:27).
There are several Chinese religious sects which attempt to combine or syncretize the
"three teachings" (sanjiao) or even the "five teachings" (wujiao), referring to the addition
of Christianity and Islam to the three traditional religious influences of Confucianism,
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Taoism, and Buddhism (paper 1999:109). It is just the simple matter of adding Jesus Christ
and the Prophet Mohammad as two additional deities to the Chinese traditional deities (Tan
1983:240-241). Such approaches are gaining in popularity. A popular folk saying goes,
Components of Chinese Popular/Folk Religion

Ancestor Cult
Animism
Shamanism
Confucianism

Chinese
Popular Religion
A Synthesis
Taoism

Buddhism

Chinese Cul~
Customs
Traditions
Festivals

Figure 4.2. Chinese Religion--A Synthesis (Stone 1996).
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"Every Chinese person is a Confucian, a Taoist, and a Buddhist. He is a Confucian when
everything is going well; he is a Taoist when things are falling apart; and he is a Buddhist as
he approaches death" (Allinson 1989:15).
Popular Chinese religion in Malaysia reflects the impact of each of the cultural,
philosophical, and religious features reflected in the preceding discussions, along with
traditional Chinese customs, traditions, and festivals, as well as the addition of "local
innovations and the incorporation of some local religious beliefs and practices into the
traditional Chinese religious system (Tan 2000:283). Therefore, the implications for each of
these historical religious and philosophical influences upon Chinese religion and culture are
applicable to the diffusion of Christianity. It must be stated however that the average
Chinese religionist is largely ignorant of the philosophies and the history which serves as the
foundation for Chinese popular/folk religion as practiced by the majority of Chinese people.
Because of their eclectic and pragmatic attitude toward religion, the Chinese appear
to be open to "adding" other religious beliefs to their existing systems ofbelief,22 so there is
always a real danger of a negative syncretism in their response to the Christian message.
One author notes,
Chinese religions are very pragmatic in the sense that one worships different gods
according to his needs in order to obtain something from them: prosperity in
business, the right spouse, a son, health, safe travel at sea, land and air, etc. The
central figure in Chinese religions
is " I" "How can this god or goddess help
me?" (Ro 1988:177)
One Chinese writer cautions, "when Chinese assume a monotheistic faith, they tend
to treat it in a polytheistic spirit" (Hsu 1981 :274). It is essential to approach Chinese
popular religionists with an attitude of respect, but also with an awareness of how they
perceive religious belief and practices. It has been suggested that there are four prominent
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features of popular or folk religion as practiced among Chinese in Malaysia. These include:
(1) the devotional orientation toward a broad class of benevolent spirits classified under the
general term shen; (2) a broad orientation towards life-visible and invisible; (3) a
sensitivity to activity in the universe outside or apart from the pattern of intimate
relationships; and (4) a striving for salvation, which includes such aspects as protection from
evil spirits and healing from illness (Nyce 1971 :89).
Some of the many other traits or characteristic features of popular Chinese religion
important to this study include the following: (l) ancestor veneration; (2) belief in ghosts
and demons; (3) the practice of exorcism for evil spirits; (4) divination and the use of
fortune tellers and spirit mediums; (5) prayers, incense, and offerings for material blessings;
(6) worship carried out in the midst of ordinary social life; (7) most popular rituals
performed at home and family altar by individuals or families--typically no group or
congregational worship; (8) no resident clergy, just temple caretakers--typically hire a Taoist
or Buddhist priest for special rites such as funerals and weddings; (9) temple/worship
managed and paid for by local people; and (l0) participation in numerous annual festivals.

23

c.K. Yang, one of the first to attempt a thorough sociological analysis of Chinese
religion, states the following concerning the diffuse nature of popular Chinese religion:
The first striking characteristic is the lack of any membership requirement for
worshipping in a temple or convent. With the exception of a few convents which
were closed to the public, anyone could enter a temple or convent to pray, to make a
vow, to seek divine guidance, or to conduct any other type of worship without
restriction. There was no special identification marking him as a member who
worshiped in a certain temple. The priest in the temple might or might not know
him. After performing the religious rituals, the worshiper generally paid the
attending priest for the incense and for oil for the sacred lamp; the making of this
payment discharged any further obligation between the worshiper and the priest.
The worshipers enjoyed no stable, binding tie with the temple or the priest. An
important factor in this connection was the absence of priests in most temples and
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convents, and thus the absence of any agent uniting the worshipers into an organized
body. (1961 :327-328)

Popular Chinese Deities
The earliest archeological and literary evidence available suggests that the
Chinese practiced ancestor worship. Although Confucianism is generally considered a
philosophy, it has functioned more as a religion at various points in Chinese history, with
Confucius and/or some of his followers venerated (Hodous 1947:8). Religious Taoism
precipitated the formation of a pantheon of gods, spirits, ghosts, demons, comprising
literally hundreds of objects for the typical traditional Chinese religious devotee?4
Buddhism in the strictest sense is a religion without a god. However, at the level of
popular belief and practice, many Chinese go far beyond paying reverence to or
contemplating the Buddha' s character traits through meditation to actually worshipping
him or some other bodhi-sattvas.
Popular Chinese religion assimilates all of the foregoing objects of worship along
with a variety of gods, spirits, or demons associated with Hinduism and even Malay
deities. Most of the pantheon of Chinese gods or objects of worship are related to myths,
folk heroes, ancestors, spirits and ghosts (Tan 1983:218-220; 2000 :283-292; Tjandra
1988:19-24). " Chinese flexibility in cultural and religious identity can be seen in the
inclusion of native gods in their worship" (Wu 1991 : 163). The Malaysian Chinese have
added Malaysian gods, spirits, and non-Chinese figures to the traditional Chinese
cosmology and religion. Although the Malayan Chinese have continued to live as
Chinese on foreign soil, many foreign elements have become a part of their existence
(Tan 2000:283; Wu 1991:162).
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Kuan Yin, a female bodhisattva , sometimes viewed as an incarnation of the
Buddha, and also sometimes called "the goddess of mercy," is perhaps the most popular
deity among Malaysian Chinese, particularly women. She is sometimes identified with
the Indian Hindu male god named Avalokitesvara. 25 Her statues portray her something
like Roman Catholic statues of Mary, the mother of Jesus. Her popularity is reflected by
the number of tracts, prayer books, and other printed literature devoted entirely to her
life, various manifestations, and work. She is viewed as the giver of male children to the
childless, a merciful and loving source in times of need, particularly issues related to
children (Stevens 1997:90; Tjandra 1988:52). Kuan Yin takes on many different forms
and is worshipped, not only in temples, but also in people' s homes where she is often the
principal god on the god-shelves or family altars (Ng 1990:8-9; Tjandra 1988:53).

Ts 'ai Shen is another popular deity among Malaysian Chinese. He is variously
known as the god of wealth, or the god of war (Stevens 1997: 122-123; Tjandra 1988:4043. Businessmen will often give offerings and offer prayers to this god especially during
Chinese New Year' s celebrations as this god is commonly believed to be in charge of
giving wealth in this world (Tjandra 1988:40). Before and during the Chinese New
Year' s celebrations, pictures of this god are very popular, many people selecting a new
picture to replace one from the previous year (Stevens 1997: 123).
The "Datoh" is a god of Malay origin, apparently predating the influence upon
Malay society by Hinduism and Islam. The origin of this god is believed to be an actual
person who was loved by his fellow villagers. Following his death, the villagers
worshipped him, seeking his protection (Tjandra 1988:47-48). This explanation is very
similar to that of a Chinese god called Tao Peh Kong, or "great, great uncle," a god much
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revered by Hokkien Chinese. They often call the Datoh, Da Toh Kong. Images of Tao

Peh Kong are often found under the altars in many Chinese homes. This god is seen as
providing prosperity, peace, protection, and healing.26

T'ien Kung, literally translated as the Lord of Heaven, is sometimes equated with
the Emperor of Pearl or the Jade Emperor on High. He is viewed as the highest god
among the celestial beings, particularly by the Hokkien Chinese. Some even relate this
deity to the traditional high god ofthe Chinese, Shang-Ti (Stevens 1997:51 ; Tjandra
1988:53-56). Most traditional Chinese will offer incense and prayers to this god at the
beginning of each day outside the doors of their homes, while facing all four directions.
Many argue that there can or should be no images of this deity, though such images do
exist (Tan 1983:218).

Tsao Chun, commonly called the Kitchen God, is found in all traditional Chinese
homes. He is the most widespread of all the deities found in Chinese homes. His image,
usually a plaque or a print, is found near the stove (which is the center of family life) to
enable him to keep an eye on the family, especially the mistress of the house.
Each year, at the beginning of the Chinese New Year' s celebrations, this god is
believed to take a report on the family to Heaven- to the Jade Emperor, the high god.
He is offended by loud noise and vulgarity, and seen to take a very negative view toward
those who waste food and on wives who commit adultery. This report is perceived to
greatly influence the family'S fortunes for the coming year. So, in anticipation of this
event, Chinese will typically bribe the Kitchen God with sweet tasting things, even sticky
rice to seal his mouth, or alcoholic beverages or even narcotics such as heroin in order to
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influence him and to gain a positive report from him (Stevens 1997:52, t 74-176; Wolf
1974:133-134).
While the foregoing is but a tiny sample of the many gods (they number in the
hundreds, but vary by region) worshipped in Chinese popular or folk religion, it
nonetheless indicates the kinds of deities involved and some of the motives for
worshipping these gods. Individuals and families typically have favourite gods who are
perceived to have responded to their prayers and offerings. It is not unusual for someone
to switch gods whom they worship if these gods are no longer perceived to be
efficacious. Some have even been known to destroy images of gods who failed them
(Hsu 1981 :265; Stark and Finke 2000:99). The worship of such deities, whether in
temples or in the family home, is of course in addition to the regular veneration offered to
the ancestors by each family. It needs to be noted that the basic theme of all Chinese
ritual is reciprocity-a mutual exchange of favors and gifts between worshippers and
gods (Overmyer 1986:69), thus revealing the pragmatic nature of Chinese religion.

Important Rites of Passage
There are only three primary rites of passage among Chinese: birth, marriage, and
death. The first and the last are considered to be the most important (Lee 1995 :46-66).
Women are expected to observe certain rules during pregnancy, and of course male heirs
have historically been especially prized, though this tendency is somewhat lessened in
modern culture. Not providing a male heir to continue the family lineage was viewed as the
worst kind of unfilial behavior.27
Following birth, certain rituals are typically followed with the baby and the mother.
The mother is expected to continue to follow a strict diet, and one entire month of rest. A
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special celebration is held to commemorate the end of this period. Many Chinese Christians
now follow a practice of dedicating their children to God at this " full month celebration"
during a worship service at the church. This is perhaps a reflection of periods of history
where the survival of a child for one month was an indication it might live and be healthy.
The family also celebrates the first birthday on the date of birth, when the child is actually
considered to be two years old (Lee 1995:47-49).
Marriage, in traditional Chinese culture, was much regulated. The parents usually
arranged the marriage, the bride and groom often having never even seen each other. The
marriage was arranged with the help of a shaman who determined whether the signs were
correct for a successful and fruitful marriage. The marriage was viewed as a means to
provide for the best interests of the family vis-a-vis the wishes or desires of the couple. The
bride' s family received a dowry since she was seen leaving the family to become a part of
the groom ' s family. The couple would bow before the ancestors of each parent, and before
each set of parents, offering them tea, and pledging obedience and filiality to the family.
From that time forward the bride would live with and serve the groom ' s family, honouring
and worship their ancestors as her own. In modem times much of this has changed, but
certain marriage traditions or customs are followed. These include the honouring of
ancestors and the offering of tea before the parents (Lee 1995:50-52; Saso 1984:355-356).
Events immediately preceding and following the death of a family member, and the
funeral , are extremely important rites among traditional Chinese people. There are
traditions related to burial or longevity clothes for the corpse, the type of casket, how the
funeral is conducted, and how and where burial takes place. In addition, attention is given to
the souls of the departed. Chinese believe people have three souls: one remains with the
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body to decay, a second descends into hell (a purgatory type plaCe to await judgment,
punishment and hopefully eventually deliverance), and a third soul comes to inhabit the
ancestral tablet kept either in the home or at a local temple.211
It must be remembered that the Chinese serve the dead as they do the living- this is
a manifestation of filial piety (Lee 1995 :59). There are formal ritualistic practices which
people are expected by custom or tradition to follow in regards to funerals, burials, and the
ancestral plaque (Lee 1995:55-66). Feng-shui experts are often sought to determine the
appropriate place and time for burial (Comber 1954:23-26; Thompson 1979:22-23).
Other ritualistic practices include the eldest son offering a sacrifice of food to the
deceased, family members and guests bowing three times before the deceased in the casket
or a picture of the deceased, family members offering incense to the deceased and kneeling
before the deceased. Buddhist or Taoist monks typically are invited to conduct a formal
service for the deceased, better ensuring their safe arrival and successful journey through the
netherworld. Certain rituals such as burning joss sticks and burning paper money and other
images are often conducted at appointed times following the funeral (Lee 1995:58-66; Saso
1988:356-358).

Important Chinese Festivals
There are many Chinese festivals scheduled in the Chinese calendar. A brief
description of the most important will follow. Many Chinese festivals are heavily or totally
preoccupied with ancestor worship (Hinton 1983b:3; Tan 2000:293-295). In addition to the
traditional rituals, the festivals provide a significant value to the Chinese community such
as: (1) enabling community building; (2) strengthening the moral values of harmony,
goodwill, and optimism; (3) fostering deepening kinship ties; (4) promoting responsibility
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toward the unfortunate; (5) encouraging filial piety; (6) reinforcing religious beliefs and
cultural traditions; and (7) providing individuals and community with needed opportunities
for rest and relaxation.
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The importance of such festivals must not be overlooked.

'To the Chinese, the lunar New Year is not merely the grandest of all festivals: it is

withal the most solemn and the most religious season" (Wong 1987:57). In theory the
season lasts for over half of a month, though in most modem societies the holiday typically
lasts at least three days. The New Year is primarily a family festival, and most relatives
return to their home village or place of birth if possible. The ancestors are a part of this
grand celebration as well (Hinton 1983b:7).
Several themes flow out of the New Year' s celebration. People typically attempt to
pay debts before the holiday begins. Many households conduct a sort of "spring-cleaning"
exercise during the last week of the old year as preparation for the coming of the new.
During this period, especially the day and night before the arrival ofthe New Year, every
attempt is made to avoid arguments, unkind remarks, or negative statements, because these
might have a negative impact on the corning year. Red banners with a positive saying in
Chinese characters are placed across the lintel and on the door posts, both to serve as
protective aids and to convey cheerful greetings to all who come to the home during this
festive season.
The New Year is more than anything a time of celebration. Families purchase new
clothes for the children, exchange gifts (particularly giving little red envelopes, hung baas,
containing money to all unmarried persons in the family), attend banquets with family and
close friends and associates, and in general strengthen family ties (Hinton 1983b:8-11).
Many families stay up late on New Year' s Eve to welcome in the New Year, ushering it in
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with fireworks, laughter, and frivolity. Businesses hire troops oflion dancers to usher in
prosperity for the coming year. The Lantern Festival is traditionall y celebrated on the 15 th
and final day of the Chinese New Year. Many countries have banned the traditional use of
fireworks associated with the end of the New Year' s festival due to the risk of fires.30
The Mid-Autumn Festival is another important Chinese festival which provides the
Christian community with many points of contact for identifying with the culture and for
sharing a Christian witness. The holiday is now essentially synonymous with the "Moon
Cake Festival" or the "Lantern Festival" in Malaysia. Children typically parade down the
streets at night displaying lanterns made out of paper and wire and in the shape of various
Chinese symbols. Many people do not know the significance of the holiday, but enjoy
seeing the children have fun (Hinton 1983b:26-27; Lee 1995:173-174).

Ch 'ing Ming, one of the traditional festivals for the dead, occurs on the fifth day of
April, very near to Easter. Families typically go to the cemetery to clean and decorate
graves, to burn incense and make food offerings to the dead, and some follow the custom of
having a picnic style meal at the grave.
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Although there are many festivals, one more deserves mention. Kuei Chieh, or as it
is commonly called, the Festival of the Hungry Ghosts, occurs during the entire seventh
month of the year. During this period, it is commonly believed that the lords ofthe
underworld turn loose the spirits of all persons who have not been cared for properly by
their relatives or those who died either without descendants or who died violently. These
malevolent spirits or ghosts then visit the world of the living where they are prone to wreak
havoc. So, traditional Chinese religionists burned "hell" notes and leave food offerings
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outside the gates of the homes to appease these ghosts. Except for Chinese New Year, this
is the most widely practiced festival among Malaysian Chinese.
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Chinese Identity
It has been argued that the Chinese have never really had a concept of identity,

only a concept of Chineseness (Wang 1992 :198). However the Chinese think of
themselves, their sense of identity has been impacted by many historical , cultural,
religious, socio-political factors, and more. It is probable that most Chinese actually have
several identities.33
Possible identities include: (1) historical identity-derived from past Chinese
traditional values, and customs; (2) Chinese nationalist identity-identification with
China as one' s homeland (although this is no longer a significant factor, the possibility of
revival still exists); (3) communal identity-the need to maintain unity due to minority
status as in Malaysia; (4) national (local) identity-assimilation or at least partial identity
with the host majority culture; (5) cultural identity-focuses on historical versus racial
origins; (6) ethnic identity-focuses on racial origins; (7) class identity-based on
educational attainment and socio-economic attainment and status, including the
willingness to cross ethnic and cultural boundaries (Wang 1992:198-216).
Wang suggests there are four common multiple identities (possibly a fifth ideal
identity which encompasses aspects of all four of the others), each based on a
combination of the normative class, cultural, ethnic, and national identities (1992:209,
211,214). See Figure 4.3 . The perspectives on how to be Chinese, how to remain
Chinese, how to become Chinese, or how to lose one's Chineseness vary greatly between
regions, and even within each region (Wang 1991: 145). What elements or components
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are involved in the identities of the Chinese in Malaysia? Certainly, the ethnic Chinese in
Southeast Asia are not a homogeneous group (Suryidanata 1997: 19).
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Differing degrees of adaptation and acculturation, as well as other factors, have
multiplied Chinese ' identities' in Southeast Asia, and provided the Chinese with
an opportunity to stress different identities for different purposes." (Gosling
1983 :12)
The Unique Malaysian Context and Chinese Identity
The Chinese in Malaysia are numerous enough (nearly 30% ofthe total
popUlation) to have options regarding their sense of identity (Wang 1992:215).
Considering the complexity of Malaysian history and the Malaysian context, it is vital to
understand the numerous factors impinging upon Chinese identity (Nagata 1995a:166),
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even the probability of multiple identities. One of the primary assumptions of this study
is that there are many different identities among the Chinese people, even within a given
country or population segment such as KL. ~4
The Chinese in Malaysia are a complex mixture of different ethnic and linguistic
(dialect) groups (at least nine or more such groups). They represent different origins in
China, different levels of literacy in the Chinese language, different educational
backgrounds (Chinese, English, or Bahasa Melayu--Malay), different religious and
cultural values, different socio-economic statuses, different levels of exposure to nontraditional Chinese concepts and values (cosmopolitanism), different levels of exposure
to media and technology, different political leanings, different degrees of acculturation or
accommodation, and the perception of the contribution that a religion makes to social
identity, any or all of which can serve to create an unique sense of identity. 35 Literature
related to the diffusion of innovations suggests that such issues play important
contributing roles in the adoption of an innovation (Rogers 1995 :163, 268-273).
It is important to distinguish the trading class of Chinese who had previously

settled in Malaysia from the working class immigrant Chinese (Wang 1991:134). These
class differences within Chinese communities remain noticeable (Gosling 1983 :10; Wang
1991 : 143). Government policies have impacted Chinese identity, enhancing class
identity versus ethnic identity (Gosling 1983 :1).
One perhaps unintended effect of English education in Malaysia has been the
development of a major cleavage between the English-educated and Chinese-educated
Chinese communities. Language is an important ingredient of ethnic identity (Bond
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1986:259; Yang 1999: 133). This theme is furthered explored in Chapter 6. Numerous
36

studies support this conclusion.

A major social and cultural gap separates the English- and the Chinese-educated,
especially of the older generation, some of whom attended colonial mission
schools, with heavy exposure to Western lifestyles and to Christianity. (Nagata
1995a:170)
Historically, the Chinese have also been divided along dialect lines and places of
origin in China. In addition, there were further divisions between those born in China
and those born locally, between those who were considered British subjects and those
who were Chinese citizens, and between those who are in business and those who were
not.

37

Many of the English-educated Chinese assumed leadership roles during the
colonial period. This fostered the development of different political parties and
associational groups focused along linguistic and socio-economic class lines, particularly
during the move towards independence (Gosling 1983 :10; Lee 1997:84). The
proliferation of such groups was directly related to the sense of identity and perceived
needs of the varying ethnic enclaves.
The complex nature of Chinese identity in Malaysian society is clearly delineated
in The Chinese in Malaysia (2000) edited by two very influential Chinese in Malaysia,
Lee Kam Hing and Tan Chee-Beng. The complexity and significance of the issue of
identity as one seeks to understand the Chinese in Malaysia can be discerned in the
following quotation.
The Chinese in Malaysia are internally differentiated along the lines of dialect
groups, educational background, acculturation, and religion . [the authors have
shown] the significance of dialect groups for subethnic identification and in social
organization. The educational background orientates the Chinese toward certain
areas of participation and identification. Even in religion, the Chinese are marked
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by heterogeneity. Not only do Chinese follow different religions, but dialect
groups are also reflected in Chinese religious traditions such as in the types of
deities worshipped. Literacy in different languages (especially Chinese and
English) also differentiates the worshippers into Chinese and English sections.
(Lee and Tan 2000:65)
Further insights into the complexity of Chinese Malaysian culture is revealed in
the following quote.
While Chinese culture in Malaysia has different models due to specific socio
-cultural adaptation, yet Chinese Malaysians, due to cultural continuity, share a
common cultural past in China and are united by a set of common Chinese
traditions. Thus if Chinese Malaysians continue to be interested in the
civilization of China and 'things Chinese' such as traditional Chinese values and
philosophy, this is because these things are relevant to their cultural continuity,
not because they are loyal to China. It is the cultural past and the continuity
which give meaning and pride to an ethnic group. From the perspective of ethnic
identity and national identity, Chinese Malaysians are both Chinese and
Malaysians. Their cultural identity, however, is a combination of traditional
Chinese and modern cultural features as well as those elements which are of
Malaysian origin. (Lee and Tan 2000:65)

Concluding Remarks
Many of the preceding issues and more will impact our discussion in greater
detail in Chapter 6, but these insights into the Chinese traditional worldview, value
system, and religious beliefs and practices reveal some of the complexities involved in
the identities of the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia. It is important however to note that
different Chinese cultures and even subcultures do not endorse the same values--Chinese
are not all the same (Bond 1991 :39). The foregoing discussion reveals the importance of
taking Chinese culture and religion seriously, understanding them, and the necessity of
engaging in strategic adaptation without falling prey to the very real dangers of syncretism.
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CHAPTER 5
The Chinese Diaspora and Christianity
The study of Christianity among the Chinese diaspora in other places contributes
to our understanding of how Christianity may have diffused and how the church may
have grown and expanded among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia. Studies by Chinese
Christians in Malaysia reveal further insights into issues related to identity and
conversion, and the effective propagation, diffusion, and adoption of the Christian
message among the Chinese people in KL.
The Chinese Diaspora and Christianity in Other Contexts
Prior to exploring these issues through examining the church among Chinese
people in the Malaysian context, it is instructive to reflect upon Christianity among the
Chinese diaspora in other contexts including such places as Taiwan, Singapore, and the
United States. Chinese Christians in North America and Southeast Asia construct
distinctive identities and subcultures of their own (Nagata 1995a:169). An examination
of Christianity among Chinese in these different contexts provides further insights into
the inter-relationship between context and identity, and insights into other issues
impinging upon identity and the decision of a Chinese person to change one' s religious
affiliation.
In the past, conversion has been viewed by many Chinese as the equivalent of
abandoning their identity (Lee 1997: 104). Studies of Christians among the Chinese
diaspora provide important insights into how these Chinese dealt with the issue of
identity and its relation to religious conversion. Further, such studies reveal factors
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involved in the decision to adopt an innovation, namely to change their religious
allegiance.
The exclusive demands of Christianity are the primary reasons that Chinese find it
difficult to respond to the Christian message. Chinese religion, long predisposed to
syncretism, has typically demonstrated an additive nature. Chinese people are often
willing to incorporate new fonns of worship into existing fonns, but they often resist the
idea of discarding other traditional fonns of worship. I Three characteristic features of
Chinese religious conversion include a conditionality of belief upon other beliefs, the
additive character of conversion, and the tendency to equate new beliefs isomorphically
with earlier ones (Jordan 1993:286). But, how do these tendencies affect the task of
communicating the Christian message among Chinese?
When the Roman Catholic Church in Taiwan approved the use of home altars
(which included the use of ancestral tablets), there was an immediate enthusiastic
response to erecting such altars in the homes of Catholic Christians. The rapid response
appears to reveal the presence and continuing significance of beliefs held by many
Catholic Christians in Taiwan toward their ancestors (Jordan 1993:296). This example
appears to confinn the additive tendency toward things religious even among Chinese
Christians. Further it demonstrates the tendency of certain Chinese values and beliefs to
remain largely intact during and following the modernization process (Bond 1986:228).
The tendency of religious conversion among Chinese people in Taiwan to add
beliefs and practices instead of replacing them is significant. "There is almost certainly a
continuum in the extent to which converts do or do not abandon old beliefs" (Jordan
1993 :294). The danger always exists that Christianity will merely be tacked onto the
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existing belief system as opposed to replacing it (Jordan 1993 :293-294). Is it possible
that Christianity can be "tacked on" to an existing belief system, and yet impact that
belief system in a positive way without the feared dangers of syncretism? Is that not the
definition of contextualization as it is normally understood?
Having served for many years as a missionary among Chinese in Taiwan, Allen
Swanson has contributed several helpful works related to Chinese and Christianity. In
"Decisions or Disciples? A Study of Evangelism Effectiveness in Taiwan" (1989),
Swanson discusses facts such as the necessity of 50-60 decisions per one lasting convert
(1989:54). Why is there such a poor rate of retention, or put another way, why is there
such a large rate of "discontinuance," to use diffusion language (Rogers 1995: 182-186)?
What factors are involved in the successful diffusion of Christianity among Chinese
people in Taiwan?
Effective evangelism was held to be a three-dimensional process which included:
(1 ) the sociocultural background of the potential convert; (2) the nature and length of

contact with the Christian message to the point of decision; and (3) the nature and quality
of relations with people within the church both at and after the point of decision
(Swanson 1989:55-56).
The "process" of adoption of the Christian faith among Chinese in Taiwan shares
several aspects of the models suggested by Rambo, Rogers, and others. The adoption of
the innovation (conversion in this instance) is held to involve a process, marked by
distinct steps which occur over time. The importance of contextual factors including
social structure and system of values (or culture), and personal relationships (social
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system), are held to be central elements in the diffusion process leading to adoption of an
.

.,

IOnovatlOn.~

Other significant factors included the importance and influence of family
members and close friends upon the potential converts (either for or against conversion),
the importance of problem-solvi ng aspects of religion, the cumulative impact of repeated
exposure to the gospel prior to conversion, the central importance of the new convert
building close relationships within the church, the importance ofthe friendliness of the
church, and the role of small groups in assimilating new converts (Swanson 1989:57-66).
Again, there is agreement between these factors and Rogers ' insights regarding prior
conditions which affect the adoption of an innovation (Rogers 1995:163, 268-273).
Bobby E.K.Sng, in In His Good Time (1980, 1993), provides important insights
into the diffusion of Christianity and the early growth and expansion of the church in
both Singapore and Malaysia. Factors noted as important to the diffusion of Christianity
among the Chinese diaspora included the impact of Chinese immigration, the significant
contribution of para-church groups, the role and influence of English education, the
impact of the charismatic renewal, as well as the influence of historic socio-economic and
socio-political factors (Sng 1993 :306-308, 328-335, 350). This resource is particularly
useful for understanding the role and impact of such historical and contextual factors
because Singapore (once an integral part of the Malaysian Federation) and Malaysia
share a very similar historical , social, and cultural context. These and other issues
affecting the diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia will be
fully addressed in Chapter 6.
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Yang Fenggang, a sociologist and teacher, has studied the growing phenomenon
of the diffusion of the Christian faith among the Chinese diaspora in the United States. In
"Chinese Conversion to Evangelical Christianity: The Importance of Social and Cultural
Contexts," Yang contends that to truly understand this phenomenon, one must go beyond
such factors as individual personality, personal crises, and interpersonal relationships,
po

and examine the contextual (social and cultural) and institutional factors involved- for
the immigrant this includes both the context of origin and the new context of residence
(1998:238). While his study appears to focus largely, but not exclusively, upon
immigrants from the People' s Republic of China, it nonetheless embodies valuable
insights useful to this study of the Chinese in Malaysia.
The church provides numerous benefits to new immigrants including: (1) the
structure of congregations and an emphasis on fellowship groups to assist new
immigrants in finding social belonging; (2) regular meetings to provide opportunities for
frequent and intimate interactions with others; (3) teaching which helps to foster a
harmonious and loving community; (4) church activities which help to foster a moral and
nurturing environment for children and youth; (5) churches which provide psychological
and spiritual support not available in other Chinese associations (Yang 1998:245).
Desires for material benefits, for assimilation, or for ethnic belonging are held to
not be major factors in the conversion of new Chinese immigrants in the United States
(Yang 1998:245 ). Institutional and cultural factors, both in the People' s Republic of
China and in the United States, playa significant role in the apparent openness of
Chinese immigrants to the Christian faith (Yang 1998:246-250).
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Christianity is seen as one available a1ternate meaning system now that the stigma
of Christian evangelism and Western imperialism has been largely removed (Yang
1998:251). While this may be the prevailing feeling among Mainland Chinese
immigrants to the United States, are these views also representative of the Chinese
diaspora in other areas such as Ma1aysia? In reality, Chinese are not all the same, so an
intensive effort must be undertaken to discern the openness or receptivity of the Chinese
in Malaysia to such shifts in what is culturally acceptable for the Chinese.
In Chinese Christians in America: Conversion, Assimilation, and Adhesive

Identities (1999), Yang, who converted to Christianity after immigrating to the United
States from the People' s Republic of China, discusses the conclusions of an ethnographic
study of a representative Chinese church located in Washington, D. C. In-depth research
of this single congregation was supplemented by drawing empirical data from 20 other
Chinese churches located within the same geographic area. His methodology included
participant observation, interviews of pastors and church members, collection of church
bulletins and publications, attendance of church meetings of various types, and the
examination of church records (Yang 1999:10).
As the subtitle suggests, Yang focused on how Chinese immigrants living within
the pluralistic environment of the United States utilized the context of the local
congregation to construct and reconstruct their identities as Christians, Americans, and
Chinese (1999:9). Religious conversion and identity construction are both changing
processes (Yang 1999: 10). It is important to note at this point that Yang appears
primarily to be describing Chinese language congregations, for he discusses some of the
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advantages or benefits the church provides, including helping Chinese to preserve their
cultural traditions, including their language, customs, and Confucian values (1999:16).
Selective assimilation can also be viewed as a process of selective preservation of
ethnic identity and traditional culture ( Yang 1999: 17). In addition, the perceived
compatibility between Christianity and Confucian moral values can also serve as an
important factor in on-going diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese diaspora in
3

America.

Chinese churches usually have heterogeneous congregations, having been able to
unite Chinese from differing geographic origins, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, etc.
(Yang 1999:172-173). "Traditionally, Chinese identity is not inseparably attached to
certain religions" (Yang 1999: 199). This stated distinction between Chinese identity and
religious affiliation suggests that present-day Chinese, at least in certain contexts, no
longer view Chinese religion as the only option open to them in maintaining their unique
identity as Chinese people. If demonstrated to be true, this insight is extremely important
to the task of promoting the diffusion of Christianity and the growth ofthe church among
the Chinese diaspora.
The diversity of the Chinese community in Chicago reveals some of the
complexity in reaching out to the Chinese people in diaspora. Some of the residents are
people who migrated to the United States from China or other Asian countries many
years ago. Others are more recent migrants including many who came to Chicago to
pursue tertiary education. Still others are American-born Chinese (ABCs). The majority
of the early Chinese immigrants came from Guangdong Province in southern China and
spoke Cantonese. Many of the more recent migrants are from other areas of China and
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speak Mandarin. And, many of the ABCs consider English their heart language (Wu and
Tsang 1999:261-264).
Over the years, one church, which was originally a Cantonese church, added
other congregations in English, and more recently in Mandarin, to accommodate the
needs of this diverse community. In addition to multiple language congregations, the
church also sub-divided each of these congregations into small ·fellowship groups based
on age and/or marital status. These small groups are seen as critical to the assimilation of
visitors into the congregation. These small groups facilitate the building of connections
between people and are essential to the growth of new Christians (Wu and Tsang
1999:264-265, 269).
The church established a community center to meet the physical and social needs
ofthe surrounding Chinese community. This center includes a Chinese language school
and nursery school. It also provides additional services such as English classes for
children, English as a second language classes for adults, a volunteer medical clinic
staffed by Chinese Christian doctors, and a gym for recreational programs. Through its
educational, family, recreational, and community services, the church seeks to meet
needs and thereby bear witness to God' s love in both words and actions (Wu and Tsang
1999:266, 272).
The combination of aged-based, language-based, and needs-based ministries has
proven effectively in building relationships with non-Christians in the Chinese
community, thus affording the church an opportunity to share a Christian witness through
practical means. These insights strongly suggest the importance of providing different
language services, the use of small groups, and an intentional focus upon practical needs
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to the effective diffusion of Christianity and growth of the church among the diverse
Chinese community in diaspora.
The Chinese Diaspora in Malaysia
Judith Nagata, a professor of anthropology and authority in Chinese culture and
religion, notes the inter-relationship between religion, culture, and ethnic identity in the
complex lives of the Malaysian Chinese (1995a:166). She writes,
The relationship between religion and basic identity can range from situations in
which the two are integral parts of a unique historical experience in cultural and
community life, to ones where religion is a more optional, private matter,
detachable from public, "ethnic" behaviors, and independent of most other social
roles and statuses. The first kind includes those fundamentalist, primordial,
ancestral faiths, where religion is "a way of life", where religious commitment is
also an affirmation of ethnic status, while the second is more in keeping with
"secular" religion, which can be disentangled from, and accommodated more
flexibly to, the rest of social life. (1995a: 166)
Typically Chinese religion is "assumed to be inalienable from the Chinese people and
culture" (Nagata 1995a:166). However, even within Chinese religion there is a
"substantial amount of local, individual and regional variation" (Nagata 1995a:167).
The Chinese community, regardless of the country of settlement, is far from
monolithic in character, but is often marked by internal divisions, even conflict (Nagata
1995a:168). Religious affiliation is just one of many possible lines of cleavage within the
Chinese community, and its significance for Chinese identity must be assessed by its
implications for famil y and community relations and personal social networks (Nagata
1995a:168). Again, we see the inter-relationship between an individual and the family,
community, with special consideration being given to the social networks involved. The
existence and importance of such social networks is especially significant to the diffusion
of Christianity and the growth of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL.

138

Nagata features the example of her own three-generational Chinese family in
Canada to provide useful insights into understanding the complexities related to identity
within many Chinese families. The grandparental generation is Dutch speaking, having
been involved in small business in Indonesia for many years and professing some variant
of Chinese religion and attached to the idea of the extended family. The parents, the
middle generation, with Indonesian surnames and comfortable with Indonesian cultural
styles, are practicing Christians who prefer a nuclear family residence. The junior
generations are English speaking, and typically resistant to their parent's attempts to
become involved in Indonesian social activities, and about as "familistic" as other
Canadian youth (Nagata 1995a:168-169).
However, in spite of these many obstacles, "these cultural facts do not create
insurmountable obstacles to an ultimate sense of being Chinese" (Nagata 1995a:169).
For this Canadian Indonesian Chinese situation, "the institution of the Christian church
provides the single most important unifying focus for an otherwise fragmented, threegeneration family, regardless of intensity of involvement or individual private belief or
conviction" (Nagata 1995a:169-170).
Although this is a single example, the last statement would appear to reveal the
potential for Christianity and the Christian church to serve as an integrating force in the
lives of Chinese persons from diverse backgrounds and differing cultural influences.
"The Chinese Christian 'community' in itselfis complex and internally differentiated and
not reducible to a single set of characteristics, although there are many shared problems"
(Nagata 1995a: 170).
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Chinese in Malaysia often find themselves in a similar scenario, the grandparents
being Chinese-speaking immigrants, the parents often either English or Chinese educated,
and the present younger generation now educated in the Malay language. However, most
Chinese young people are multi-lingual, speaking at least three languages including
Malay, English, and Mandarin and usually one or more ofthe other Chinese dialects
(Nagata 1995a:170-171). The potential for fragmentation of identity is there. Can the
Christian faith serve as a means to provide a common sense of identity and serve as a
unifying force within the Chinese family and community through embracing their sense
of Chineseness?
In a manner similar to Jordan, Nagata further notes,
Chinese religious belief and practice are ever open to additions, and
accommodations to changing needs, in a process of accretion rather than
substitution. This predisposes the Chinese to move readily from one tradition to
another, since boundaries are not easily identifiable; hence, the term
"conversion" makes little sense here. It also accounts for what often strikes the
outsider as religious eclecticism or syncretism, and the ability to follow more
than one religion at a time, in a kind of generous inclusiveness. (1995a:171-172)
Such a state would appear to provide the Christian witness both an opportunity to gain a
hearing and a tremendous challenge to do so in a way which brings about a genuine
change of religious allegiance. Nagata notes many characteristics of the Christian faith
which are attractive to traditional Chinese including such issues as healing, demonic
deliverance, and even the issue of prosperity. She suggests,
It could be argued, therefore, that moving from Chinese religion to Christianity
does not necessarily entail any major change in mind-set, and that both are
equally rational.

Finally, to speak of "conversion" may be to perpetuate misconceptions about the
nature of religious change. The total substitution of one belief system by another
via some ecstatic experience, is far less common than a more gradual accretion of
new beliefs and behaviours to an existing stratum of Chinese culture, part of
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which then becomes reclassified as non-religious (so as not to conflict with the
new faith). (1995a:189)
Do we need to reconsider how religious conversion is understood and
communicated, or perhaps more importantly how one goes about seeking to lead others to
a "conversion" experience? It perhaps should be noted that this may be more of an issue
with Chinese-educated or speaking persons than with English-educated Chinese. "A
major social and cultural gap separates the English- and the Chinese-educated" (Nagata
1995a:170).

Concluding Remarks
There is an interrelationship between the ongoing secularization, modernization,
globalization, and urbanization of developing societies, and this is especially evident in
the rapidity of change in Malaysia. Secularization is typically not a uniform process in
developing societies, and is often far more pronounced in major urban settings, a fact
clearly demonstrated in the city of Kuala Lumpur (Ackerman and Lee 1990:4). The
Chinese diaspora has especially been identified largely with urban settings, and employed
in modem occupations. Urban populations typically have greater access to a
"westernized" or "modem" culture. It is therefore probable that the Chinese in diaspora
acquire modem culture at a faster rate than some indigenous population groups. The
Chinese diaspora has always demonstrated flexibility in adjusting to new opportunities
and identities, being somewhat less bound by a coherent traditional culture (Gosling
1983:8).
There is undoubtedly an on-going erosion of Chinese culture due to the influence
of modernization and pluralization taking place in Malaysia (Lim 1988:251). However,
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this does not mean that religion disappears as a result of the process of secularization-the function may be somewhat different but not necessarily less important (von der
Mehden (1986: 11). It is important to consider that, "Religious choices are determined by
the political context in which secularization is occurring" (Ackerman and Lee 1990:4).
Historically, the particularization of all universal rei igions that have reached
Malaysian shores involves a complex, syncretic process of cultural
transformation and redefinition of ethnic identity. .the tradition of religious
syncretism in Malaysia provides a crucible for constructing new bases of ethnic
awareness in response to various social and political changes. (Ackerman and
Lee 1990:7)
While the foregoing statement suggests that changes in the social, political, and
perhaps even economic dimensions of a given society might precipitate an openness to
the formation or acceptance of other change, has the ongoing development and
modernization in Malaysia marked by pluralism, secularization, and urbanization created
a new openness among the urban Chinese toward the Christian message or to certain
types of Christian expression? What effect have such issues had upon the growth and
expansion of the church among the Chinese in KL?
There is recognized a strong relationship between ethnicity and religion.4 Within
contemporary Malaysian society, ethnicity and religion are the central components of
social identity. However, among the non-Muslim ethnic groups in Malaysia, the
connection between ethnic identity and religious affiliation appears to be less rigid, not
being under-girded by any political or material privileges (Ackerman and Lee 1990:3-5).
As noted by authorities in several different disciplines, the social and cultural
context plays a significant role in the diffusion of innovations including that of religious
conversion within a given society.5 "Diffusion research should focus not only on
characteristics of a decision-making unit (individual or family), but also on the
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environment provided by the social system" (Engel and Blackwell 1982:385). Although
written from a marketing perspective, the foregoing statement reveals the need for studies
related to the diffusion of innovations to make a serious effort to understand the impact of
the social context within which the diffusion or change is taking place.
West Malaysia has been described as a "mixture ofmuIti-everything.,,6 Within a
complex society like Malaysia, a complexity heightened in urban centers such as Kuala
Lumpur, there have been and are many interacting factors impinging upon ethnic identity
as well as religious affiliation. This study identifies unique contextual factors which have
enhanced and/or inhibited the growth and expansion of the church in KL and considers
the implications of these factors for the further growth and expansion of Christianity
among urban Chinese.
In conclusion, regarding the interaction of the Chinese diaspora with Christianity,

the following words ofC.S. Song should perhaps serve as a challenge:
in the religious consciousness of the ordinary Chinese, what is valuable to
their immediate living is ultimately true. They do not stop to consider that values
or benefits which supposedly have come from the objects of their worship may
very well be their subjective feeling or merely results of some objective factors
working together. The most realistic and important problem for the convert is
whether the Christian God is more powerful than the gods from which he has
turned his face, or whether the Christian God is more propitious to him. Perhaps
it is not incorrect to say that many Christian converts are not quite clear about
what they describe to be religious conversion. (1963: 15)
Someone once said that Christianity among the Chinese in Malaysia is "a mile
wide but only an inch deep." Do Chinese in Malaysia have an adequate understanding of
religious conversion? Do those coming to faith in Christ among the Chinese in Malaysia
have an adequate grasp of their faith that will enable them to confront potential
challenges to their faith, or will they later choose to discontinue their allegiance to
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Christ? Are the present approaches of evangelization and growing churches in KL facing
such issues and dealing with them in an adequate way? Are churches in KL utilizing
approaches which take into serious account the unique differences between different
population segments within the Chinese community?
Has the day arrived when the church and the Christian faith can serve as a means
to unite the Chinese in the multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-religious pluralistic context
of Malaysia, enabling the Chinese to maintain their sense of identity, even while
embracing the Christian faith? Have the changing attitudes of Chinese toward
Christianity in other parts of the world, including China itself, precipitated similar
changes in attitude among the Chinese in Malaysia?
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CHAPTER 6
The Diffusion of Christianity among the Diaspora Chinese in Malaysia
A number of cultural, social, and historical events, movements, factors, and issues
have affected the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church
among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia (Chan 1992:354-378).1 The importance of such
contextual issues is often overlooked in the study of religious movements or the diffusion
of innovations.2 The following events or movements are reported in a somewhat
chronological manner, though some of these events were intertwined. While some events
were undoubtedly more influential than others, these events or movements seem to have
had a cumulative impact upon the psyche, worldviews, sense of identity and behaviors of
the Chinese people. Particular attention is focused on events or movements with direct
impact upon their receptivity or responsiveness to the Christian message.

British Colonialism/Foreign Missions
Once the British established their control of the Straits Settlements ofPenang
(1 786), Melaka (1 795 ), and Singapore (1819), they encouraged mission organizations,
both Roman Catholic and Protestant, to undertake mission efforts in the peninsula.
Initial mission efforts were largely concentrated in the Straits Settlements. French
Roman Catholic missionaries who had been forced out of Thailand settled in Penang, and
were the first to seriously pursue Christian work in the peninsula.
Upon the encouragement of Anglican chaplains, Protestant missionaries were sent
to Malaysia. William Milne, a Presbyterian missionary working with the London
Missionary Society (LMS), an interdenominational mission society, was the first,
establishing an Anglo-Chinese College in Melaka in 1815 (Athyal 1996:262-263; Lee
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and Ackerman t 997:17, 117). Following this humble beginning, several Protestant
mission societies became involved, though their numbers and influence somewhat
depended on events in China, the primary area of focus for many of these organizations
during this period of history (Lee and Ackerman 1997:17, 117).
Therefore, it is evident that the early change agents involved in the introduction
and diffusion of Christianity into Malaysia were principally Western missionaries
(Harcus 1955:3-9). The first Chinese to accept Christianity, the innovators, were initially
won to the faith by Christian missionaries, and then worked closely with the missionaries
to assist in the further diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia.
Their work was greatly enhanced by the immigration of Chinese Christians from China,
and the assistance of Chinese Christians from other areas such as Hong Kong.3 The case
studies related to this research reveal that these persons often became the principal
change agents and advocates in the further diffusion of the Christian faith, and the growth
and expansion of the church in KL. Few Protestant missionaries apparently ever became
fluent in Chinese, and many were simply unsuited or ill-prepared for cross-cultural
service. In addition, constant tensions and misunderstandings among the missionary
societies further hindered the work (Harcus 1955 :293-294).
During the period of the Boxer Rebellion in China (1900), and more significantly
following the fall of China to the Communists in 1949, many missionaries who were
expelled from China came to work in Malaysia among the Chinese diaspora. And,
although these missionaries certainly contributed to the further expansion of Christian
work, their presence also fostered denominational rivalry. Although colonialism and
foreign missions certainly played a crucial role in the early diffusion and expansion of
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Christianity into Malaysia, it can be argued that in some ways, they stifled the growth of
the church. This is indicated by the fact that the most rapid growth occurred following
independence after which there was a significant decline in the influence and control of
foreign missionaries. ~

Chinese Immigration
As opportunities for commerce expanded in the peninsula, especially in such
areas as tin mining and the rubber plantations, the British encouraged the immigration of
large numbers of persons from both China and India. The Chinese primarily served as a
source of cheap labor for the tin mines, whereas the Indians worked primarily in the
rubber plantations, in building and operating railroads, and other administrative positions
in the colonial government. While there was a Chinese presence in Malaysia as early as
the ] 400s, the major immigration of Chinese occurred during the late 19th and early 20
.

th

5

centunes.

The vast majority of these Chinese immigrants were poor uneducated "coolies" or
common laborers, often marginal in their communities of origin. Chinese religious and
cultural tradition habitually discouraged emigration. However, many immigrants,
because of their economic situation, sought employment abroad. This has been viewed
even as an act of filial piety in which the sacrifice of leaving their communities allowed
other family members to remain at home (Basham 1978:82). Sadly, the majority of these
immigrants were often severely exploited and abused by other Chinese. In actuality,
most of the Chinese immigration was managed by other Chinese, many of whom had
resided in Malaysia for many years and had already established businesses there.
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Numerous resources note that these Chinese often exploited their own countrymen, in
collusion with the colonialists.

6

The Chinese Protectorate was established by the British in 1877 and the
Immigrant's Ordinance in 1880. These ordinances were supposedly established to
confront issues of abuse, though they may have also been a means by which the
colonialists could restrict or limit the powers of the Chinese business and associational
groups. The Immigration Restriction Ordinance in 1929 and the Alien' s Ordinance in
1933 were established to restrict the flow of immigrants into Malaysia (Pan 1998:173).
There were of course both "push" and "pull" factors involved in the mass
migration of Chinese. Factors included political strife, poverty, and famine in China, as
well as the dream of success and hope for potential wealth. 7 In addition to the majority of
immigrants who came to work as laborers, there were times during which the British
invited large groups, even communities, of Chinese to resettle in Malaysia to pursue
farming or other business activities. Some were provided land or other incentives to
immigrate.
The majority of immigrants initially came with the intention of eventually
returning to China after they had saved enough money to purchase land or develop a
business in China. These dreams proved illusive for many as they suffered through the
exploitation and abuse by others. Still, some did manage to survive and thrive, some
even attaining great wealth. Some would eventually return to their homeland, but
obviously the majority stayed in these new locations, starting families, businesses, and
putting down lasting roots.
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Some completely gave up their plans to return to China, especially following the
Communist takeover of their homeland. Chinese immigration into Malaysia virtually
ceased by the mid 20 th century, with other factors such as the Great Depression in the
1930s, World War II, the Japanese Occupation of Malaysia, the Communist takeover of
China, and internal ethnic strife, all serving as contributing factors to this decline.8
Significant to this study, there were large numbers of Chinese Christians who
came as immigrants to Malaysia. Examples include Baptists and Presbyterians from the
Swatow area of Guangdong Province, and Methodists from areas in the Fukien Province.

9

In this way the fruit of early missionaries to China actually served to diffuse the Christian

faith throughout the area surrounding the South China Sea. These Chinese were often
called the Nanyang Chinese, literally the South China Sea diaspora.
As Protestant missionary efforts increased in Malaysia, sometimes in response to
requests from the immigrant Chinese Christian communities (Hinton 1985 :20-21 ; Sng
1993:306-308), other Chinese Christians from places such as Hong Kong and China
came to assist in the work (Chan1992:360). Several churches included in this study
actually were started through the efforts of immigrant Chinese Christians with the help of
other Chinese Christians and Western missionaries. The impetus for starting new
churches often originated with the immigrant Chinese Christians, missionary activity
often being a response to their initiative and requests for assistance. The Kuala Lumpur
Baptist Church included in the case studies is one such example.

Mission Schools
In pursuing their efforts to establish a Christian presence in Malaysia, the Roman
Catholics and the Methodists both focused on establishing mission schools, and these
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schools proved to have a great influence (Herron 1977:454). Many persons desiring to
prepare themselves for opportunities for employment under the British desired to attend
these English-language schools.
Although there really wasn 't an effort to coerce persons to accept Christian
teachings, the schools nonetheless afforded missionary teachers an opportunity to expose
many people to Christian teaching, values, and even the Western work ethic. Through
their role in educating the urban elite, these schools enjoyed a widespread influence far
exceeding the mere baptismal statistics (Ackerman and Lee 1990:31).
And, although their initial motivation for attending such schools was often not
spiritual, the fact remains that many became Christians. Of the 76 first-generation
converts associated with this study, 22 persons or 29% (11 men and 11 women) noted
that their first exposure to Christianity was through mission schools. Few of these
persons were motivated to change religious allegiances at that time, but the influence of
their experiences in these schools remained a powerful and positive force in their lives.
Many resources contend that the mission schools served as an important means
for the diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese population in Malaysia. 10 In more
recent years, many English-speaking Chinese came to accept the Christian faith when
they went abroad to pursue higher university studies (Athyal 1996:266). In many cases
their early exposure to Christianity in Malaysia, and even the use of the English language,
heightened their openness to the Christian faith.

John Sung, "the Billy Graham of China"
One important example of the inter-relationships between Chinese Christian
communities throughout China and Asia is the ministry of the famed Chinese evangelist,
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John Sung (1900-1944). John Sung held a Ph.D. in Chemistry from Ohio State
University (Lyall 1954:26: Tow 1985 :66), but feeling a call of God to serve as an
evangelist to the Chinese people, declined the numerous opportunities for secular
employment in China and abroad. He chose rather to travel and minister as an itinerant
evangelist among the Chinese people. He held evangelistic meetings throughout China,
and made several trips to hold evangelistic meetings among the Chinese diaspora in Asia,
visiting the Philippines, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and many other countries where
large numbers of Chinese resided (Lyall 1964:101-102; Tow 1985 :189-191).
Although his theology and his methods were a bit unorthodox, he was very
popular and influential among the Chinese diaspora, including those in Singapore and
Malaysia. Everywhere he held meetings, he encouraged the establishment of evangelistic
preaching bands typically composed of three or more lay people who would then go into
the community sharing the Christian faith. These small groups of evangelists played an
influential role in advancing the further diffusion of the Christian faith among the
Chinese diaspora. His meetings were often marked by healings and deliverance from
demons, and this served to enhance the response of non-Christians to the Christian faith.
His ministry had a tremendous impact on the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of
the church among Chinese people throughout China and Southeast Asia. 11
John Sung visited Malaysia, including the KL area, three times in the late 1930s
and early 1940s. He is credited with strengthening the Chinese Christians, his ministry
aiding them to stand faithful during the trials and sufferings inflicted upon them during
the Japanese Occupation (Lyall 1964: 101-102; Tow 1985:220).
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He died at an early age, having burned himself out for God in seeking to
evangelize the Chinese people. His work lives on. Many churches, including the Klang
Chinese Methodist Church included in the case studies related to this research, and many
Chinese Christian leaders in Malaysia, were profoundly impacted by his ministry.
Additional Chinese evangelists came to Malaysia after the Japanese Occupation to
encourage and strengthen the churches (Loh 1991 :7-8).

The Japanese Occupation
The Japanese Occupation (1941-1945) of Malaysia and Singapore during World
War II was to serve as a major event affecting the diffusion of Christianity and the
growth and expansion of the church among Chinese people in Malaysia (Hinton
1985 :24). Due to the internment of all Western missionaries present in Malaysia and
Singapore during the Japanese Occupation, leadership of the churches was suddenly
thrust upon local Chinese leaders. Western missionaries had been reluctant to tum over
leadership, and this event forced the transfer of leadership to the locals.12
The internment of the missionaries also led to greater cooperation between
Christians from the various denominational groups in Malaysia (Thomas and Manikam
1956:59). During their internment, many Western missionaries also became more aware
of their failure to train and empower indigenous leaders, as well as the need for greater
cooperation across denominations. This eventually precipitated the formation of an interdenominational theological training school in Singapore, the Trinity Theological College
and later the Seminari Theoloji Malaysia now located in Serembanjust south ofKL
(Herron 1977:338; Hinton 1985 :24).
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Ironically, the Japanese Occupation served as a major contributing factor in the
growing desire for a united Malay nation (Andaya and Andaya 1982:248; 2001 :258-259).
After the war ended, the people of Malaysia began a drive to gain independence from
British colonial rule, eventually gaining their full independence in 1957. After
independence, the Malaysian government curtailed the number of missionary visas
granted for work in Malaysia. Thus, local indigenous leadership maintained greater
control and influence than prior to the Japanese Occupation and this was to prove
significant to the growth and expansion of the church. 13
There were other issues of significance during the Japanese Occupation of
significance to this study as well. The Japanese had been particularly brutal to the
Chinese during this period. It is estimated that between 40,000 to 100,000 Chinese were
killed by the Japanese. Thousands of Chinese urban dwellers were forcefully relocated
by the Japanese to rubber plantations and jungle areas to cultivate food crops. Some
Chinese collaborated with the Japanese, but many went underground, participating in
different resistance groups. 14

The Malayan Communist Party (MCP)
Several resistance groups were organized or recruited to resist the Japanese, the
most effective being the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) which had previously been
formed in 1930. This group, predominantly Chinese, was well organized and fought with
other resistance groups, with the aid of the British, to hinder and overthrow the Japanese
(Pan 1998:174-175; Tan 1995:115).
The Malays had been led to believe that the Japanese would grant them a degree
of autonomy allowing the formation of a Greater Indonesia or Greater Malaysia, and thus
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many cooperated with the Japanese. The Japanese had encouraged and utilized the
Malay in fighting the MCP, thus precipitating Chinese bitterness towards the Malay,
whom they considered to be collaborators with the Japanese (Andaya and Andaya
2001 :253).
Following the defeat of the Japanese, the MCP emerged as the ascendant political
force in Malaysia (Pan 1998:174-175). Many associated with the MCP exacted revenge
on many Malays accused of collaboration with the Japanese, and this led to a virtual state
of war between the Malays and the Chinese. The British intervened to try and restore
peace in the peninsula., but the scars remained. Thus the Japanese Occupation served to
enhance ethnic animosity with long-term effect (Andaya and Andaya 1982:250-251;
2001:257-263; Lee 1997:76).

The "Emergency"
During the drive towards independence, the British initially sought to allow the
various ethnic groups (Malays, Chinese, Indians, and tribals) to be equal citizens with
equal rights. However, this move met with immediate and strong resistance from the
Malays who felt that they were the indigenous people. The Malays feared possible
domination by the Chinese and Indians, who together at that time outnumbered the
Malays. In addition, the Chinese were clearly in control of the economy and this was
viewed as a further threat (Andaya and Andaya 2001 :267-269, 277-282).
When it became obvious that the Chinese were not going to be granted equal
status with the Malays, the MCP began an insurrection against the British in June 1948.

15

The British, fearing the possible fall ofthe peninsula to the Communists, declared a state
of "Emergency," and a state of war between the Chinese communists in Malaysia and the
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British lasted from 1948 to 1960 (Lee 1997:76; Lee and Tan 2000:257). The British had
at least 40,000 regular and more than 70,000 auxiliary troops involved in quelling this
insurrection (Lee 1997:84).

The New Villages
Many Chinese, particularly the poorer Chinese in rural areas, supported the
position of the MCP They provided intelligence, recruits, food and supplies to the MCP.
In order to negate these efforts to support the communists, beginning in 1950-1952, the
British forced the resettlement of over one million Chinese into over 500 areas known as
''New Villages.,,1 6 Although these new settlements were scattered throughout Malaysia,
many were located near other cities or towns so as to facilitate the control of the people
being relocated. There were 46 of these new settlements located in Selangor State and
Kuala Lumpur with a total population of over 200,000 (Lee and Tan 2000:263). These
new settlements were essentially ethnic Chinese enclaves in multi-ethnic Malaysia, and
as such they tended to strongly reinforce ethnic-consciousness (Lee and Tan 2000:269,
271 ).
These "New Villages" were surrounded by barbed-wire, and movements within
and without were severely restricted. There were food rationing, body searches, and
dusk-to-dawn curfews. Guards were maintained, and any infraction was swiftly
punished. Many Chinese suspected of being communist or of supporting the
communists, were imprisoned. These new settlements were often located far away from
where the people originally lived, thus seriously disrupting communities through
reducing or eliminating their former means of employment. Many who had been farmers
were now deprived of land, and therefore had to seek other means of employment.
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Unemployment was rife. Although some of these new settlements were situated in
locations where people could find work or raise food, many settlements faced major
problems including a lack of access to land, low income levels, inadequate educational
opportunities, inadequate housing and overcrowding, and a lack of social facilities and
physical amenities (Lee and Tan 2000:258-262).
Although the Chinese Christian community was slow to respond to the needs of
these settlers, it eventually organized the Christian community to work in these new
settlements. Denominations such as the Methodists, and mission agencies such as the
Overseas Missionary Fellowship (OMF), got involved early in a variety of Christian
ministries within these new settlements. Following an inquiry by the Malaysian Christian
Council, various other foreign mission agencies assigned missionary personnel, recently
expelled from China due to the Communist takeover, to work in many of these new
settlements. A sort of comity agreement was reached between the different churches,
denominations, and mission agencies to lessen duplication of effort as well as
competition.
By 1954 there were over 150 full-time resident workers, missionaries, and
Chinese Christians serving in these villages. This number increased to more than 220
personnel from over eight mission agencies in 353 New Villages by 1960. Some of these
personnel served as teachers, nurses, evangelists, and a few were medical doctors and
mid-wives, 17 thus meeting human needs and sharing a Christian witness. Such means,
though sometimes viewed as manipulative or even coercive, often served to change the
views of Chinese towards Christianity in a positive direction (Nagata 1995a: 172-173).
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Some of these new communities had a small nucleus of Chinese Christians within
them, and some of the new settlements were built beside villages which already had an
existing church. Both factors facilitated the Christian witness in these new villages. In
the majority of cases however, Christian work in these settlements represented new and
special efforts to communicate the Christian faith among non-Christian Chinese people.
The opportunity for Christian witness was great because of the uprooting of these
populations, and the many different needs within these communities (Herron 1977:337).
The formation of these New Villages did serve to cut off support for the communist
guerrillas, and thus contributed to their total defeat by 1960. But, these new settlements
also proved to be significant to the further diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese
people in Malaysia (Nagata 1995a:172-173).
Government involvement in these villages was neglected following the end of the
"Emergency." And, although the barbed-wire fences and guards were removed, people
continued to reside in the majority of these new villages. Some communities, like
Petaling Jaya and Jinjang, became thriving communities that have since become part of
Greater KL. The population within these communities more than doubled to over two
million by 1960 (Brookfield, Hadi, and Mahmud 1991:3; Lee and Tan 2000:255-258).

Independence
Malaysia was granted independence in 1957 by the British, but problems related
to ethnic differences remained (Andaya and Andaya 1982:261). Old wounds take time to
heal. The effects of British colonial rule, which maintained its control through an
approach best described as "divide and rule,,,18served to distinguish and distance the
various ethnic groups from each other. The Japanese Occupation and its attendant
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suffering, the perceived betrayal by the British over equal rights, the Communist
insurgency, the fonnation of the New Villages, and posturing for political, economic,
educational and social rights in the movement toward independence all served to create
further suspicion and foster division between the various ethnic communities, most
especially between the Chinese and the Malay (Mohamad 1970:6-7).
In the years leading up to independence, various political parties attempted to
address issues of importance to the Chinese community, but tensions remained high. The
goal for equality between the different ethnic groups was sacrificed for other issues
deemed important to the Chinese community, especially the use ofthe Chinese language
and the continuance of Chinese-medium education (Andaya and Andaya 2001 :274-293 ;
Lee and Heng 2000 :197-207).
Some political parties, such as the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), were
seen as largely representing the interests of the elite Chinese business community. The
English-educated Chinese played a major role in the fonnation and early leadership of
this political party. The leadership of this group was typically more acceptable to the
British and the Malays than were members of the Chinese-educated community (Lee
1997:84). Other political parties (seen as opposition parties) were viewed as representing
the larger working class Chinese-educated community. These groups represented a much
broader spectrum of cultural, social, and economic interests of the Chinese community,
particularly voicing their concerns related to issues of the Chinese language and Chinese
education (Lee 1997:83-85). This political fragmentation among the different Chinese
groups continued to grow up to and beyond independence (Tan 1995:115-125).
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The new constitution certainly favored the Malays, and this fostered further
suspicion and resentment within the Chinese community. Political posturing eventually
fostered agreements protecting two important issues, namely that non-Malays would be
allowed to use their own languages and that they would be able to practice their own
cultures, including freedom of religion. However, Chinese was not recognized as an
official language, Chinese secondary schools were not approved as part of the national
system, and Chinese were given few scholarships in the public universities (Lee 1997:8687). These and other issues remain as sore points between the differing ethnic
communities in Malaysia to this present day.
Finally in 1965, Singapore, which was predominantly Chinese and which had
been included in the new Malaysian Federation, was asked to withdraw from Malaysia.
This had been precipitated by the strong push of Chinese political parties, particularly the
People' s Action Party (PAP) under the leadership of Lee Kuan Yew, the future leader of
Singapore, for greater equality and power sharing in the country (Andaya and Andaya
200 I :288; Pan 1998:178).
One other change resulting from independence that directly affected the Christian
community was the imposition of strict conditions on visa applications for foreign
missionaries. This significantly reduced the number and influence of missionaries, thus
reinforcing the transfer of the leadership of the churches to local leaders (Chan 1992:367;
Lee and Ackennan 1997:124).

Racial Riots
On May 13, 1969, riots broke out in Kuala Lumpur. 19 Following electoral
victories by several opposition Chinese political parties, which appeared to threaten the

159
Malay' s political domination, public celebrations and counter demonstrations turned
violent. For several days the riots continued, resulting in the deaths of approximately 200
persons (the official statistic, though the number was probably far higher) and the
destruction of over 6,000 residences or business facilities; the majority of victims were
Chinese (Andaya and Andaya 1982:298; Pan 1998:179). This event has been called the
"watershed event" in recent Malaysian history (Andaya and Andaya 1982:301 ; Loh
1991 :12). To this day, many conversations or political discussions still are built around
the memory and fears related to this tragic event.
The present Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr. Mahathir bin Mohamad, argues that
these riots served to reveal the hidden depth of bitterness and resentment. Although the
nation had experienced several years without inter-racial strife, there never had really
been true racial harmony (Mohamad 1970:4-5). The values of the Malays and Chinese
were not merely different, but often conflicting (Mohamad 1970:5). Racial tension is real
and polarization among the different races is particularly evident in the universities (Lim
1988:239-240).
From the bitter experience of these riots, the Chinese learned some hard lessons;
the superiority of the Malay military and police power, and the consequent vulnerability
of the Chinese were now indisputable. The Chinese lowered their expectations and
begrudgingly accepted their subordinate political position (Pan 1998:179). So, this crisis
and the following period of extensive political, social, and economic changes have had
continued effect upon the social and religious climate (Chan 1992:358). It is worth
noting that the two decades following this event were marked by rapid and sustained
church growth and expansion in KL, particularly the rapid formation and expansion of
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independent churches, most of them Pentecostal or charismatic (Chan 1992:358;
Northcott 1990:268). The acceptance or rejection of a religion introduced from outside
the culture is often directly related to inter-societal relations. In situations perceived as
threatening, a new religion can be perceived to serve as a resource for resistance, thus
aiding in its adoption (Montgomery 1991 :37-38, 52).
Following the riots, an emergency government, the National Operation Council
(NOC), was put into place (Andaya and Andaya 1982:297-300; Lee 1997:89). The NOC
enacted drastic new measures, including the creation of new institutions and amendments
in the constitution, which decisively shifted the power and guaranteed Malay political
hegemony or control of the country (Lee 1997:90).

The New Economic Policy (NEP)
The New Economic Policy (NEP) was introduced in 1969 as a means to address
the gap between the Malay and the non-Malay-in this instance, largely the Chinese, as
they held economic dominance.2o The NEP was originally designed to be a 25 year plan,
but when it expired, another plan, the National Development Plan (NDP) was put in its
place to continue "the NEP' s emphasis on balanced development, stable growth, ethnic
harmony and the removal of social and economic inequalities in society" (Andaya and
Andaya 1982:315-318). Most Chinese feel that the NEP went too far in seeking to
address issues of inequality, and resent the favoritism shown to the Malays (Lim
1988:243 ; Moey, Lim, and Goh 1986:4).
During 1985 to 1987, Malaysia experienced a severe recession, and the unequal
policies related to the NEP exacerbated racial tensions. Chinese out-migration (or "brain
drain") and capital flight increased significantly during this period. Chinese grew
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increasingly pessimistic about their future prospects in Malaysia (Heng and Sieh
2000 :147). Chinese people are fairly content to endure hardship and even political
marginalization as long as they can prosper economically. However, issues affecting
their economic welfare, particularly issues viewed as discriminating against them as a
minority group, have great impact upon their sense of security and therefore their sense
of vulnerability and identity. It is instructive that rapid church growth developed among
the Chinese during the 1980s, particularly charismatic congregations. Did economic
difficulties and a growing sense of marginalization contribute to the openness of Chinese
to Christianity?

In addition, a new educational policy was implemented in 1970 which made the
Malay language the required language of instruction in public schools. In addition, this
new policy ensured Malays even greater access to public education, whereas the Chinese
language secondary schools would receive no government financial support and no
recognition. This policy further restricted Chinese access to university placements and
scholarships 21 All of these issues greatly impacted the Chinese community, affecting
their perceived identity as an abused minority group, thus contributing to ethnic
polarization, and perhaps indirectly to their openness to the Christian message.

Resurgence of Islamic Fundamentalism
Following the race riots in 1969, and the constitutional changes effectively
granting the Malays at least political control of the country, there was an accompanying
strong resurgence ofIslam, particularly in certain geographical areas and among certain
socio-economic sectors of Malay society. There were calls for the introduction of

"shariah" law (Lee 1997:91; Lee and Ackerman 1997:130). It became very difficult for
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non-Muslim religious groups to obtain permits to get land or approval for buildings and
cemeteries, and state laws were even passed limiting the use of certain Malay terms such
as Allah (Arabic and Malay terminology for God) for use in non-Muslim (principally
Christian) worship (Lee 1997:91 ; Northcott 1990:272).
The different ethnic groups in Malaysia responded to the threat, real or perceived,
of the rise of Islamic fundamentalism within Malaysia in a variety of ways.22 It
precipitated a revival of various non-Muslim religious faiths among the Chinese during
these years (Lee 1997: 105; Northcott 1990:272). The growing sense of alienation from
the Malay majority community, and fear and resentment toward government policies and
practices which are perceived to favor the Malay Muslim community, provided the
church with a common sense of vulnerability. This has served as a force toward unity
between the various components of the Christian community.23
Some studies indicate that the presence of opposition or a perceived threat
contributes directly to furthering the diffusion of Christianity and growth of churches,
particularly Pentecostal and charismatic churches (Gerlach and Hine 1968:36-37;
Montgomery 1991:37-38, 52). This inference appears to be borne out in that charismatic
and Pentecostal churches experienced rapid growth and expansion during this historical
period in KL. One study focusing on three non-Muslim religious movements-the
Charismatic Renewal, Satya Sai Baba, and Baitiangong-which have emerged in
response to the ongoing process of Islamitization of Malaysian society, clearly sees the
growth of such groups in direct response to resurgent Islam (Ackerman and Lee 1990:5960).
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Furthennore, political, religious, and bureaucratic obstacles to purchasing land
and constructing church buildings forced the church to rethink its strategies, and
contributed to the ongoing growth and expansion of the church in several ways including
the following: (1) the inability to procure buildings has encouraged Christians to meet
together in private homes; (2) the cell groups meeting in private homes have proven
highly effective in revitalizing existing churches and church members as well as
evangelizing non-Christians; (3) the small groups have precipitated a reliance on lay
leadership, which has further provided a solution to the shortage of trained clergy
(Ackennan and Lee 1990:65). These factors are very important to, and evident in, the
growth and expansion of churches in KL, particularly those influenced by the pentecostal
and charismatic movements.

The Charismatic Movement
The Charismatic Renewal Movement played, and continues to play, a significant
role in the rapid and ongoing diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese in KL. 24 This
movement is characterized by one as beginning as a ripple in the 1960s, becoming a wave
traversing denominational lines in the 1970s, bringing ashore new movements in the
1980s, finalIy becoming an established component within the Christian community (Lyn
1992:123 ).
Most of the denominational churches in Malaysia pre-date 1960. Most of these
churches were initialIy established through the efforts offoreign missionaries (especialIy
when large numbers were expelled from China following 1949), and by Chinese
Christian immigrants from China and other countries. During the 1970s and 1980s,
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however, the number of churches in Malaysia nearly tripled; the majority of these new
churches were independent or non-denominational churches (Chan 1992:355-356).
During this period, the charismatic movement played a significant role in the
fonnation of the many independent churches, the majority concentrated in the major
urban centers of Malaysia, particularly KL (Athyal 1996:268-269, 273-274). In the early
years, this movement was viewed as threatening or divisive and tended to polarize
existing mainline and evangelical churches, often precipitating the loss of members
through transfer. This polarization, as well as transfer growth, has lessened in recent
years, though there continues to be some shifting of members between churches.25 It is
significant to note, however, that between 1960 and 1985 the percentage of charismatic
and Pentecostal churches within the evangelical community grew from 16.2% to 50.1%
(Chan 1992:370).
This movement fostered changes in the existing Christian community, including
many churches in the imported denominations, enhancing the further diffusion of
Christianity and the growth of the Chinese church. Widespread changes included: (1) the
rediscovery of "Body" ministry; (2) the use of spiritual gifts; (3) the recognition of the
importance of having the emotional and non-rational fully integrated into faith and life;
(4) a renewed stress on personal evangelism; (5) the expression of faith in feelings of joy
expressed in a variety of ways including lively music, raising of hands, dance,
glossolalia, and praying in unison; (6) an emphasis upon God' s presence as relevant to
the problems of everyday life through expressions of power such as signs and wonders,
healing, and deliverance from demonic powers; (7) and the struggle to find points of
comfort between liturgical and free formats of worship; (8) the formation of house
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churches, and the eventual proliferation of cell groups (Clammer 1990:18-19; Lyn
1992:130-137, 143, 151).
There is definitely a relationship between language and educational background to
the diffusion of Christianity in Malaysia, particularly the charismatic variety. Englishspeaking churches appear to be more attractive to the growing middle class in Malaysia,
and they are more likely multi-ethnic (Ackerman and Lee 1990:30-31 ; 85 ; Lim
1988:180). While acknowledging the Charismatic Renewal Movement has paradoxically
been a source of both unity and dissension, it may also be providing the non-Malay (nonMuslim) ethnic groups a channel through which to develop a new sense of Christian and
non-Malay identity (Ackerman and Lee 1990:61-63).
Rev. Wong Kim Kong, the Secretary-General of the National Evangelical
Christian Fellowship (NECF) in Malaysia, argues that there have been a variety of interrelated issues or factors related to the growth and expansion of the church in Malaysia.
The impact of Pentecostal churches such as the Assemblies of God, and the Charismatic
Renewal Movement that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, has been particularly
significant to the on-going growth and expansion of the church among the Chinese
people in KL. This includes the recovery of the emphasis upon the person and work of
the Holy Spirit, and the impact this has had upon church life and experience. Other
related issues of significance include the use of power encounter and the experience of
miracles such as healing of the sick, and the deliverance of people from evil and demonic
powers (Lim 1999:6-7).
The restructuring of the church, especially the removal of the barriers between the
clergy and the laity thus allowing the laity to playa more active role in evangelization
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and the life of the church, has also been of central importance. The utilization of flexible
church structures in terms of focusing on cell groups, cell churches, and home
fellowships has also provided the church with a de-centralized approach which has
proven very effective in engaging the non-Christian community. These structures have
also enabled the church to adapt to changing socio-political conditions, thus significantly
contributing to the growth and expansion of the church. These innovations in structural
changes were primarily initiated in the non-denominational (mostly pentecostal and
charismatic) churches, but in recent years have also greatly impacted the more traditional
mainline denominational churches as well. The involvement of many churches in holistic
social ministries has also provided a strong and tangible witness within and to the nonChristian community.26
The charismatic movement, in particular, has contributed to a growing sense of
Christian identity and has infused the Christian community with a new sense of vitality.
Furthermore, participation in the charismatic movement transcends the various lines of
division within the Christian community, between all ethnic and socio-economic groups
(Ackerman and Lee 1990:66, 84-85 ; Northcott 1990:272). The survival of the
charismatic movement is seen as ensured by the minority status of Christianity in
Malaysia (Ackerman and Lee 1988:89).
The Charismatic Renewal Movement has served as a significant factor in the
rapid diffusion ofChristianity and the growth of the church among Chinese people in KL
in recent decades for several reasons including: (1) it is seen as a more indigenized form
of Christianity (at least in the sense that control is in the hands of indigenous leaders,
even if the forms are still often imported), no longer problematically identified with

167
Western civilization or colonialism: (2) the growing indigenization of Christianity is
directly related to the declining institutional power and the increasing interest in ecstatic
experiences; and (3) the trans-cultural character of Christianity in Malaysia reveals that
Christian identity in Malaysia lacks an unambiguous correspondence with the cultural
claims of any particular ethnic group--does not favor or serve to benefit any specific
ethnic group more than another (Lee and Ackerman 1997:114).

Para-Church Organizations
The decline in the influence of mission schools was more than counter-balanced
by the work of many different para-church organizations. These groups greatly
facilitated the diffusion of Christianity, being particularly effective in bringing a Christian
witness in such places as schools and universities, and within the business community.27
Examples include the Scripture Union, Fellowship of Evangelical Students (FES),
Navigators, Campus Crusade for Christ (CCC), Youth for Christ (YFC), and the Full
Gospel Businessmen' s Fellowship (FGBMF), and the Inter-Schools Christian
Fellowship.28
These groups were very influential in changing the attitudes of people,
particularly youth, towards Christianity (Sng 1993 :307-308). Although at times there has
been friction, and even unfair criticism of such para-church groups by existing churches,
many of these groups were very effective (much better than most churches) in winning,
discipling and training individuals. Many of these persons later became significant
leaders in churches of differing denominations (Hinton 1985: 133-135).
The FGBMF's first chapter was registered in KL in 1979. During the early
1980s, many internationally known leaders of the Charismatic Renewal Movement
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visited Malaysia, having a significant impact upon the existing churches as well as the
many new churches, particularly independent churches, which were developing in KL.
By 1990 there were more than 20 chapters of the FGBMF in KL (Loh 1991:3-5, 13-15).
The FGBMF has assisted in transforming the perception of Pentecostalism from a
somewhat stigmatized lower-class relibrion into a respectable middle-class movement
(Ackerman and Lee 1990:69). This and other para-church organizations continue to have
a significant impact on the diffusion of Christianity among the Chinese business
community, student community, and beyond.

Inter-Church Organizations
The formation of inter-church organizations such as the Council of Churches of
Malaysia (CCM), the National Evangelical Christian Fellowship (NECF) which was
formed in 1983, and the Christian Federation of Malaysia (CFM) formed in 1986 (which
represents the CCM, the NECF, and the Roman Catholic Church), all serve to provide a
means for church leaders from various denominations to share together, and to give them
a voice to collectively lobby the government on issues viewed as important to the broader
Christian community (Aythal 1996:266-267). Such groups provide the churches in
Malaysia the opportunity to relate to and communicate with other Malaysian religious
organizations such as the Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity,
Hinduism and Sihkism, and the wider Christian body throughout the world, including
other organizations such as the World Evangelical Alliance, the Evangelical Fellowship
of Asia, the World Evangelical Fellowship (WEF), the World Council of Churches
(WCC), the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, AD2000 and Beyond
Movement, and the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association (NECF Malaysia 2002b:4).
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These relationships provide the churches in Malaysia with a voice to the wider
world, thus insuring the worldwide Christian community is informed of the current
situation, needs and opportunities for ministry in Malaysia. Through the years, the
churches in Malaysia have been blessed by the ministry of many persons from throughout
the world who have enhanced the vitality and ministry of the local churches, thus serving
the further diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the participating churches.

Mass Evangelistic Campaigns/Other Cooperative Efforts
The NECF, in particular, has been involved in planning and promoting interchurch seminars and mass evangelistic campaigns. Such meetings have involved some of
the world' s leading Christian leaders and evangelists, including such personalities as Ravi
Zacharias and Carlos Annacondia. And, although mass evangelistic meetings do not
appear to have had a significant numerical impact on the growth of the local churches,
such meetings have nonetheless served to foster a growing unity within the Christian
community and have provided a means for the Christian message to receive broader
exposure within the non-Christian community (NECF Malaysia 2002b:12-14).
As the Christian community has come together for such meetings, its size and
strength has become very evident to the non-Christian community. In this way, mass
evangelistic meetings may be viewed as having provided legitimacy to the Christian
movement, a legitimacy which suggests Christianity is acceptable as an alternative means
for the expression of Chinese ethnic and cultural identity.29
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Urbanization
The Chinese diaspora in Malaysia (and other areas of Southeast Asia and beyond)
"remain rather different from other ethnic groups in terms of geographical distribution, as
well as socio-cultural and economic behavior" (Chan and Tey 2000 :90). The persistence
of inter-ethnic differences in historical, cultural, and economic circumstances contributed
to the different rate of urbanization among different ethnic groups (Chan and Tey
2000:76). The Chinese are largely concentrated in the more developed states such as
Penang, Perak, and particularly Selangor which, with the Federal Territory of Kuala
Lumpur, together forms the countrfs dominant economic core (Chan and Tey 2000:75,
91). The concentration of Chinese in the cities of Malaysia reflects their sharp urban
preference (Chan and Tey 2000 :75-78). This has been particularly true ofKL which,
until recently, was basically a Chinese area. The NEP successfully helped advance
Malay urbanization throughout the country including KL (Chan and Tey 2000 :77, 91).
This further contributed to ethnic polarization in urban areas which had previously been
largely Chinese, and may have contributed to the growing sense of vulnerability among
the Chinese urban community.
In 1970, the Chinese formed nearly 60% ofthe total urban population in West
Malaysia. The Chinese formed slightly more than 50% of the total urban population by
1980, but this had further declined to approximately 40% by 1990. The decline in the
Chinese makeup of the major urban centers was offset by an equivalent increase in the
Malay component of these urban sectors (Chan and Tey 2000 :77). Other factors
including lower birth rates and out migration contributed to the decline in the overall
Chinese population (Chan and Tey 2000:91). However, the national census completed in
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1991 revealed that 76% of the total Chinese population of West Malaysia was
concentrated in the major urban areas.
Kuala Lumpur has long been considered 100% urban. However, the surrounding
areas ofSelangor State (which with the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur now
composes what this study refers to as KL), has seen a dramatic increase in the level of
urbanization in recent decades. In 1970, Selangor State was considered to be less than
10% urban, but by 1980 it was considered to be nearly 50% urban-this was in part due
to reclassification of certain areas, particularly areas previously known as "New Villages"
by the government. By 1991 , the percentage of the urban population in Selangor State
had grown to over 75% (Department of Statistics 1995:9, 21). This trend had continued
through the 1990s to the very present.
Has this rapid and on-going urbanization of KL had any impact upon the diffusion
of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church among the urban Chinese
diaspora? The answer is a definite " Yes" but Christian leaders often do not understand
the significance of the dynamics involved. Although major urban centers are sometimes
viewed as instrumental in promoting social and cultural continuity (Conn and Ortiz
2001 :221), urbanization has long been associated with social change and openness to new
ideologies, including religious and cultural innovations.30
Christianity in West Malaysia is definitely an urban religion, with Chinese
making up the majority of Christians (Chan 1987:40; Dorall 1986:3, 10). Some
researchers have postulated a direct relationship between religious change and the rapid
3

and continuing urbanization and modernization taking place in Peninsular Malaysia.

!

It is within the greater metropolitan area of Kuala Lumpur that the ferment of
religious developments is most visible and the social impact most widely
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ramifying. Kuala Lumpur exemplifies the basic features of urbanization in
Malaysia. Formed during British colonial rule, the pronounced Chinese character
of Kuala Lumpur and other west coast cities persisted even after independence
in 1957. Only since the late 1960s has the Chinese disposition of Kuala Lumpur
been gradually diluted by an influx of rural Malay migrants. The movement of
Malays into the city has accentuated ethnic awareness among both the urban
Chinese majority and the Indian minority. (Ackerman and Lee 1988:5-6)
Further, the rapid growth and expansion of churches in KL, particularly the
pentecostal and charismatic variety, has occurred during a period of exceptional
economic growth, especially in the highly urbanized sectors of the society. The
charismatic experience is viewed by some as providing adherents with new identity and
meaning in a rapidly modernizing urban society (Chan 1992:367; Northcott 1990:271).
In actual fact, pentecostals and charismatics have been among the most successful

in impacting the major urban centers of our world, and this certainly includes KL (Conn
and Ortiz 2001 :20, 200, 226). The powerful group dynamics of charismatic Christianity,
with its stress on community, sharing and mutual support, have served to foster a
renewed sense of non-Malay ethnic identity (Northcott 1990:272). However, in marked
contrast to most mainline churches, the charismatic churches tend to be inter-ethnic
(Northcott 1990:272).
A considerable body of literature places stress upon the key role major cities play in
the dissemination of change or the diffusion of innovations.32 This seems to be especially
true of national capitals, followed by the other metropolitan centers next in rank
(Hagerstrand 1968:175). Urbanism and the size of population are seen as directly
contributing to higher rates of unconventionality and facilitating the ease of achieving the
critical mass necessary to perpetuate change (Stark 1996: 134). Community size is related to
both exposure to new ideas as well as greater opportunity to adopt new practices (Tamney,
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Powell, and Johnson 1989:217). The urban context itself plays a key role in the diffusion of
innovations.

Summary and Conclusions
Although the influence of each of the foregoing movements, historical events, and
cultural factors varies in terms of their individual impact on the diffusion of Christianity
among the Chinese diaspora, together they have had a major cumulative impact (Chan
1992:358; Yang 1998:250) upon the self-perceived identity ofthe Chinese people in
Malaysia, upon their sense of vulnerability, and upon their openness to religious
innovation, including the willingness to consider Christianity as an alternative religion. It
is further likely that the influence of traditional Chinese culture and religion had been
eroded due to modernization and the cultural mix ofthe pluralistic Malaysian society
(Lim 1988:251 ).
Classical diffusion studies have typically had an individualistic bias, often
ignoring the considerable impact of the surrounding social system and structure (Goss
1979:756; Yang 1998:238, 241). This study reveals clear evidence of the impact of
contextual issues upon the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the
church among the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia. Evidence suggests that thresholds, the
proportion of adopters in a social system needed for an individual to adopt an innovation,
clearly shift according to prevailing social and economic conditions (Valente 1995:137).
In actuality, individuals do not have equal control over their destinies, equal access to
information, or equal access to innovations, because these issues are greatly impacted by
contextual factors (Goss 1979:760).
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These discussions suggest that Christianity does not necessarily threaten Chinese
ethnic identity, and is therefore becoming seen as a viable alternative to traditional
Chinese religious beliefs and practices (Yang 1998:251 ; 1999:93, 133, 198-199). Such a
conclusion, however, must recognize the malleability of Chinese identity, and the
longstanding practical or pragmatic focus of Chinese culture, including traditional
Chinese religions. Christianity wi 11 likely be seen as a viable alternative only so long as
it is demonstrated to really answer the everyday realities of life.
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CHAPTER 7
Insights from Growing Churches in KL
This chapter involves a discussion of the basic paradigms and strategic directions
contributing to the growth and expansion of the church among the urban Chinese
diaspora, as revealed in an examination of nine growing churches in KL (See Appendix
AA for the complete case studies). To discern the key factors contributing to the growth
and expansion of these nine churches, data from the case studies, personal interviews
with persons from different levels of involvement at each church, participant observation
of congregations \vithin each church, and personal ministry involvement in many of the
churches were utilized.
The study examines churches across a wide spectrum. The nine case study
churches include: two Methodist churches (mainline-one traditional and one
charismatic); two Baptist churches (evangelical-one traditional and one charismatic);
two Assembly of God churches (pentecostal); one Evangelical Free Church (evangelical
and charismatic); one Sidang Injil Borneo (SIB) Church (indigenous denomination and
charismatic); and the Full Gospel Assembly (indigenous, independent, and charismatic).
Although this sample does not include churches from every possible background, it
nonetheless represents a good cross section of the churches in KL.
Personal interviews were conducted with 21 pastoral staff, some related to
English congregations and some related to Chinese-speaking congregations. Additional
interviews were conducted with a total of seven members of either the churches' ministry
or administrative staff, and 17 key lay leaders from eight of the churches- interviews
with two key lay leaders could not be arranged for one church (See Appendix D for copy
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of the Interview Schedule). Further, personal interviews were conducted with firstgeneration Christians from each church (See Appendix C for copy of the Interview
Schedule). Many of these first-generation converts have been Christians for several
years, some even holding significant leadership positions in the church, and therefore
share from a depth of personal experience vis-a-vis new converts who perhaps lack
deeper perspective. Data from these personal interviews are used to supplement the other
research data generated by the case studies of the nine churches.
As the case studies reveal , many of the churches examined in KL are "doing
church" in ways not familiar to most Western churches. Due to political and other
contextual factors, many churches in KL are not meeting in "typical" church buildings.
Many are utilizing shophouses (somewhat equivalent to storefronts), factory buildings
and industrial sites, fonner theaters, office buildings, and other facilities. Only four of
the churches examined in the case studies have "church" buildings; the others are using
other unconventional types of facilities, which is typical for most churches in KL.
These churches have had to deal with a variety of issues such as government
restrictions on the purchase ofland or the construction of buildings, limited seating and
parking capacity, and shortages in paid and full-time or seminary-trained pastoralJchurch
staff The latter issue has led to a virtual dependence upon volunteer lay leaders and
church workers. That is not to mention the opposition to the propagation of the Christian
message in this multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, multi-religious, pluralistic society. Yet, in
spite of such contextual barriers, these churches have all experienced significant growth.
The focus of this study is on church growth and expansion occurring during the period
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1991-200 I, though in some instances data is cited for longer periods where it contributes
to understanding the story of a particular church.
The case studies are meant to tell some of the stories of these nine churches,
stories of how they experienced the Holy Spirit diffusing Christianity and growing His
churches in KL, in spite of many obstacles. The following discussion will focus on the
primary growth related issues revealed in the case studies, interpreting the findings
through the use of literature related to church growth theory, urban ministry, conversion
studies, the diffusion of innovations, as well as literature related to Chinese religion and
culture.
Data from the personal interviews with pastoral staff, ministry and administrative
staff (some are also first-generation converts), key lay leaders and first-generation
converts from each church revealed some interesting perspectives on factors involved in
the growth and expansion of these particular churches. Considering that the churches
represent a wide spectrum of different denominations and non-denominational traditions,
as well as different worship styles and theological backgrounds, it is assumed that factors
from the study are fairly representative of growing churches throughout KL.
All of these churches have demonstrated growth, in several instances phenomenal
growth. In addition, many of these churches have established unique ministries which
provide excellent insights into different areas of need and opportunities for ministry
within this metropolitan area.
While the findings of the interviews are somewhat subjective (See Table 7.1),
these persons are in a position to have the best knowledge of the histories, ministries, and
factors involved in the growth and expansion of the churches, and to assist in interpreting
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data revealed by the research. These findings reveal some consistency in relation to the
factors involved in the growth of these churches, but they also reveal some interesting
Table 7.1
Factors Perceived to Contribute to Church Growth and Expansion
Growth Factors Cited
Number of Participants
Cell Groups
Leadership-Vision, Unity
Pastoral Tearn
Preaching/Teaching
Discipling/Training
Holy Spirit/God' s
Presence & Grace
Missions
Laity Involvement
Prayer
Evangelistic Emphasis
Multiple Language
Congregations
Friendly (Hospitable),
Caring Congregation
LocationlFacilities
Social Ministries &
Community Work
Satellite Churches
Supernatural Events
Worship/M usic
Children' s Ministry
Planning & Strategizing
Youth Ministry
Ladies Ministry
Personal Visitation
Harvest Events
Other
Activities & Programs
Met Practical Needs
Student Ministry
Pastoral Care &
Counseling

Pastoral
Staff
(n=2 1)
90%
90%
76%
76%
71%
57%

Church
Staff
(n=7)
100%
71 %
14%
71%
71%
29%

Key Lay
Leaders
(n= 17)
100%
59%
65%
100%
35%
24%

57%
52%
52%
43%
43%

14%
29%
43%
43%
14%

24%
53%
47%
76%
18%

11%
14%
23%
32%
8%

33%

43%

65%

67%

33%
33%

14%
14%

12%
88%

24%
23%

29%
29%
29%
24%
24%
24%
14%
14%
10%
10%
5%
5%
5%
0%

14%
0%
43%
43%
14%
57%
29%
14%
14%
0%
0%
0%
14%
14%

18%
12%
65%
35%
12%
47%
18%
24%
82%
12%
18%
29%
29%
0%

0%
15%
50%
17%
3%
27%
0%
18%
11%
6%
6%
36%
5%
2%

First-Generation
Converts (n=66)
77%
50%
71%
71%
58%
23%
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differences in perspective between the pastoral staff and the key lay leaders, more
especially with the first-generation converts. Some ofthese differences are undoubtedly
due to different areas of interest and personal involvement. These differences afford us
valuable insights into areas of need that certain segments of the church leadership may
overlook or underestimate in significance.
First-generation converts were also asked to cite aspects oftheir church which
served to attract or keep them actively involved in the life of their churches (See Table
7.2). There are some interesting similarities and differences between the factors cited
Table 7.2
Aspects of Churches Reported to Attract and Assimilate First-Generation Converts
Aspects of the Churches
Number of Participants
Cell Groups
Preachingffeaching
Met Needs
Congregation-Friendly
WorshiplMusic
LocationIFacilities
Bible Study
Leadership-Vision
Pastoral Team
Youth Ministry
Activities/Programs
Children's Ministry
Evangelistic Outreach
Personal Visitation
Discipling/Training
Fellowship
HealinglMiracIes
Holy Spirit
Prayer
Community Ministries
Missions
Multiple Languages
Other-Sunday School

Male
Female
Number- Percent Number-Percent
Total Number=41 Total Number=35
29-71%
24-69%
18-44%
17-49%
15-37%
16-46%
12-29%
12-35%
11-27%
10-29%
13-37%
7- 17%
9- 26%
10-24%
12-29%
7-20%
5- 14%
14-34%
5- 14%
6--15%
3-9%
4-10%
2-5%
5-14%
4-10%
2--6%
2-5%
3- 9%
3-7%
1- 3%
2-5%
2--6%
2-6%
2-5%
1-3%
3-7%
2--6%
2-5%
0- 0%
3-7%
]-3%
2-5%
0-0%
2- 5%
1-3%
1- 2%

Total
Number-Percent
Total Number=76
53- 70%
35-46%
31-41%
24-32%
21-28%
20-26%
19-25%
19-25%
19- 25%
11-14%
7-9%
7-9%
6- 8%
5-7%
4-5%
4-5%
4-5%
4-5%
4-5%
3-4%
3-4%
2- 3%
2-3%
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as reasons for why churches are growing and reasons cited for why churches attract and
assimilate converts into the congregation' s life. First-generation converts were permitted
to name more than one aspect of the church which they deemed important.
A total of 76 persons contributed to this part of the study. I Data related to the
aspects of the church are reported in terms of the frequency cited and as a percentage by
each gender as well as the total . (See Chapter 8 for a complete analysis of the interviews
with these first-generation converts).

Basic Paradigms, Strategic Directions, and Key Themes Revealed by the Case Studies
There is no significance to the order in which the following issues are addressed
or to the space allocated to each. While certain issues are undoubtedly more significant
to some churches than to others, this study suggests that each specific church grows
through the cumulative effect of many of the growth factors. Indeed, church growth is
seldom related to a single factor, but is synergistic in nature, based on the interaction of at
least several factors.2 In other words, the more an individual church is constructively
addressing such issues, the greater likelihood that church will experience ongoing growth
and expansion of its ministries.
Holy Spirit-The Integrating Spiritual Force in All Church Growth
Ultimately, church growth and expansion is related to the dynamic work of the
Holy Spirit, not people.3 The vast majority of literature related to church growth and
urban ministry cite dependence upon the person and work of the Holy Spirit as an
essential element for successful ministry. The Holy Spirit reveals the truth of the gospel
and gives faith to people as a gift. Related issues including the use of spiritual gifts,
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healings, deliverance, and other supernatural means also appears relevant in attracting
people to the Christian faith.
Seven of the nine churches included in this study are pentecostal or charismatic.
The other two churches, though traditional in theology, polity and ecc1esiology, have
been profoundly impacted by the Charismatic Renewal Movement in terms of their style
of worship, type of music, and church structure. All churches in this study utilize some
form of small groups, emphasize gift-based lay ministry, and place great importance on
intercessory prayer. Healing has long been associated with Chinese Christianity, even
among most mainline or evangelical traditional churches.
My five years of observing and ministering within churches in KL strongly
confinn that most denominations and churches in KL have been greatly, and positively,
impacted by the charismatic or pentecostal movements (See section in Chapter 6 dealing
specifically with this issue). The impact of Pentecostalism and the charismatic
movement has been noted consistently in literature related to the diffusion of Christianity
and the growth and expansion of the church in KL and the broader world, especially in
urban settings.4
The pastoral leaders in this study affirm the central role of the Holy Spirit in the
growth of their respective churches (See Table 7.1). But, while God is always active and
at work in our midst, it is important to remember that the Lord has chosen largely to
empower and work through people to accomplish his work and will in this world (Acts
1.8; 2 Corinthians 5.18; Ephesians 2.10). In addition to noting the contribution of
visionary, Spirit-led pastoral leaders, most growing churches have helped their laity
discover and use their spiritual gifts to facilitate ongoing church growth.

5
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Visionary Pastoral Leadership
Literature related to church growth theory and urban ministry across cultures
emphasizes the centrality and importance of visionary pastoral leadership to church
growth and effective urban ministry

6

Leadership is often viewed as the single most

important growth determinant (Hinton 1985 :156-157). As the data in Table 7.1 reveals,
all categories of persons interviewed held leadership to be very important to the growth
of these churches.
Four of the present senior pastors were actively involved in their churches as lay
leaders prior to becoming involved in pastoral ministry. In five instances, the present
senior pastors were involved in the founding of the churches. The average length of
service for the pastors of the nine case study churches is nearly 15 years. The impact of
visionary pastoral leadership, as well as committed small group leaders, is clearly
revealed in the data related to all of the churches included in the case studies. Other
research has demonstrated that the diffusion of an innovation is often greatly impacted by
a single individual or a few individuals-the nature of the advocate does make a
difference (Gladwell 2000:91-92).
For example, the marked growth of Damansara Utama Methodist Church
(DUMC) correlates highly with the full-time call of Daniel Ho as their senior pastor in
1996 (See Figure AA.7, Case Studies). Prior to this time the average attendance at the
weekly worship services of the church was under 300, while in 2002 weekly attendance
averaged 1800. Ho shared a vision for a cell-based church and led the church through the
transition process. It is important to note however that the pastor was one of the charter
members of this church, being personally involved in every phase of its growth and
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development. However, the decision to relinquish his career as an engineer to devote
full-time to the church appears to be directly related to the phenomenal growth of this
church. In addition, it is important to note the close relationship between leadership, the
pastoral team, and preaching. The senior minister was given high marks by the firstgeneration converts for his preaching and teaching abilities. The pastoral team ofDUMC
received high marks for their unity and dedication (See Table A2, Case Studies).
The imputed relationship between church growth and leadership is also clearly
revealed in the case study related to the Sidang Injil Borneo Church (SIBKL). This
church, founded in 1994, shows remarkable growth, especially following the full-time
call of Dr. Chew Weng Chee as their senior pastor in 1999. He and his wife both gave up
lucrative careers as medical doctors to provide leadership for this church. The average
weekly attendance at the worship services prior to 1999 was less than 200, but was over
1,000 by 2002 (See Figure AA59, Case Studies). Again, it is significant that the pastor
and his wife were involved in the initial envisioning and planning related to the
establishment of this church, and in the transitioning ofthis church to a cell-based format.
There are certainly other issues, but visionary, pastoral leadership seems
obviously related to the remarkable growth at the SIBKL. Again, the pastoral leaders of
the church rated leadership as a more important factor contributing to the growth of this
church than did the first-generation converts. However, the converts gave high marks for
the pastoral team and preaching/teaching.
The case study of the Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God Church (MTAG) is yet
another example in which the relationship of the pastoral leadership appears directly
related to the growth of the church. Rev. Ong Sek Leang, the founding and current senior
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pastor, graduated from Bible college, was married, and began devoting full-time to his
ministry in 1986. Against the advice and counsel of many others, he pursued a vision he
believed to be from God to establish a church in an area that is predominately populated
by Malay Muslims. This church was founded in 1982 with twelve persons; the average
weekly attendance has grown from 200 in 1986 to 1,560 in 2002 (See Figure AA.49,
Case Studies). He also led MTAG through the process oftransitioning to a cell-based
format. Six out of the seven first-generation Christians at this church cited leadership as
one of the primary factors involved in the growth of this church (See Table A.7, Case
Studies). The story of this church clearly demonstrates the remarkable contribution
which an individual with a vision can make to establishing and growing a church.
The Full Gospel Assembly (FGA) clearly demonstrates the remarkable
contribution that dedicated and visionary leaders can play in the development, growth,
and expansion of a church. The founding elders, Dr. Koh Eng Kiat and Mr. Ang Chui
Lai, both lay professionals, provided leadership for the establishment of this church, now
the largest in Malaysia. FGA has grown from 40 people in attendance at the first home
meetings conducted in 1979 to a combined averaged weekly attendance ofthe mother
church and satellite churches of nearly 8,000 people.
Rev. Richard Toh, the senior pastor of Community Baptist Church (CBC), is yet
another example of a leader who began working in the church as a layman, later giving
up his professional career to accept the pastoral call. He provided leadership for this
traditional Baptist church in its transition to a charismatic, cell-based church. In addition,
he provided vision for the formation of a multiple staffed, cell-based church composed of
multiple congregations and five satellite churches among differing linguistic groups.
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Rev. Dr. Vincent Leoh, the senior pastor of Glad Tiding Assembly of God Church
(GTAG), provided vision and leadership for the process oftransitioning this church to a
cell-based format. He has further provided encouragement and support for the
development of separate language-based and age-based congregations within this church,
a factor clearly related to the ongoing growth ofthis multiple-staffed church.
Rev. Yeo Teong Loke, the senior pastor of Klang Chinese Methodist Church
(KCMC), has led this traditional church through the process of transitioning to being a
program based church with a small group emphasis. In addition, he provided leadership
for the development of a strong group of lay leaders, the development of an English
language congregation in this traditional Chinese-language church, the expansion of their
numerous outreach ministries in the surrounding community, and continuing leadership
for this church' s historic commitment to missions.
Rev. John Kok, the senior pastor of the Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church (KLBC),
has played a key role in this traditional Baptist church' s development of thirteen
congregations among different ethnic or social groups in KL. Further, he has provided
ongoing leadership for the transition to being a church with small groups.
Rev. Siew Woh, the senior pastor ofPetaling Jaya Evangelical Free Church
(pJEFC), also served as a lay leader in the church prior to accepting the pastoral call. He
provided leadership during this church' s transition to a charismatic, cell-based format.
He further provided vision and leadership for the acquisition and development of a new
worship center, providing the church with the needed facilities for further growth.
For a more complete story of the contribution of these leaders to the growth of
their respective churches, please refer to the case studies in Appendix AA However, it is
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important to note that growth did not occur because of their single contributions. One of
their most important contributions has been the ongoing development and support of
committed and unified teams composed of paid staff and volunteer lay leaders.
An Effective and Unified Pastoral Team
There certainly is some overlap between the categories of visionary leadership
and the contribution of the pastoral team, because the pastoral team, in particular the
senior pastors, are the ones primarily responsible for formulating and casting the vision to
the church at large. The design ofthe interview schedule did not allow respondents to
always clearly distinguish between these two factors, both of which contribute to church
growth.
Respondents citing the impact of the pastoral staff as a key factor contributing to
the growth of the church were generally, but not exclusively, focusing upon the
contributions of the senior pastor. There was broad agreement among the different
segments interviewed on the importance of the pastoral team to the ongoing growth of
these churches (See Table 7.1).
My personal observations have convinced me of the central importance of the
senior pastor to the growth and expansion of every church included in this study.
However, it is also obvious that these senior leaders could not have achieved the desired
results without a committed, dedicated, and talented pastoral team to whom they
delegated considerable responsibility. In some instances, significant growth occurred
within a church due to the contributions of the pastors of certain ethnic or linguistic
congregations or the contributions of key pastoral and lay leaders in the development of
small groups within these churches. (See later comments regarding the significance of
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multiple language congregations and small groups). Although friends were generally
found to playa more significant role in leading others to faith than members of the
pastoral staff, ministers or small

bJfOUP

leaders often played an important supporting role.7

Relevant and Engaging Preaching and Teaching
The vast majority of people interviewed for this research commented on the
importance of relevant and engaging preaching and teaching in attracting new persons to
the church, as well as ministering to those already committed to the church. The nature
of the message, as well as the messenger, has been demonstrated to be of great
significance in other diffusion related studies (Gladwell 2000:89-132). While some
church growth analysts do not see preaching as crucial to church growth (Hadaway
1991 :66-67), others, including analysts of growing Chinese churches in Asia, note the
correlation between preaching and church growth. 8 Some suggest this issue is one of the
most overlooked and under-discussed issues in church growth (Towns, Wagner, and
Rainer 1998:98).
The relationship of preaching and teaching to the growth of the church was
strongly affirmed by all segments of persons interviewed (See Tables 7.1 and 7.2). But
what is it about the preaching and teaching that makes this such an important factor?
Information gleaned from personal observations (and practical preaching and teaching
experiences in many of the churches included in the case studies), as well as personal
interviews and correspondence with church leaders and members, suggests a number of
important issues related to the preaching in growing churches.
There are obviously some issues related to preaching which are culturally
determined such as the appropriate length of the sermon. However, there are other
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aspects related to effective preaching that appear to be universal. The perception of the
preacher' s character (ethos) by the audience appears to be a very significant issue (Cox
1985 :21-22). Many interviewees stated that the personal integrity of the pastor was an
important factor in their response to the preaching- generating personal respect for the
pastor, as well as continuing interest in attending the church. In several instances cited
previously, the pastors have given up successful business careers, or have served as lay
leaders in the church for many years, before becoming pastoral leaders. This has served
to provide these pastors with greater credibility and respect from the members as well as
people in the non-Christian community.
Chinese people, whether English-speaking or Chinese-speaking, are very
pragmatic people, especially in matters related to religion.9 They want to know whether
the Church and Christianity have anything to offer them. Seeing successful persons enter
the ministry, or others offering personal testimonies to the power of God to change lives,
or to the benefits of being a Christian, has a powerful influence on people's perception of
and response to Christianity.
Moreover, the Christian message must demonstrate both practicality and
usefulness in order to gain a hearing among non-Christian Chinese, let alone generate
commitment. 10 The missionary author of a study of Chinese churches in Taiwan notes,
"The relevance of the message to the actual needs of the people listening makes Christ a
real option for the seeker and the source to meet needs of the believer and seeker"
(Swanson 1977:64). Many interviewees commented on the importance of the pastor
using common language-making the message easy to understand and apply. 11
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Most pastors noted the spiritual nature of the preaching task, emphasizing their
reliance upon the Holy Spirit, and the importance of prayer, stressing the importance of
their own personal preparation to the effective preparation and delivery of the sermon. 12
They stated the importance of adequate time being given to sermon preparation- time for
Bible study and reflection, other reading, prayer, and personal preparation. Sermon
preparation and preaching are seen as priority tasks by these pastors. 13
Expository preaching is strongly emphasized by nearly all of the pastors in this
study.14 One pastor typically preaches through books of the Bible. He stated that in the
past 14 years he has preached through 11 Old Testament books and 10 New Testament
books (Kok 2003, E-mail correspondence). Over and over, interviewees expressed their
appreciation for preaching which was Bible-based.
The overwhelming majority of persons interviewed stressed the importance of
making the Bible relevant (and contemporary) to the needs of the listeners, and of making
a clear application of biblical truths to the real life issues which people are facing. IS One
pastor stressed that he intentionally chooses titles for his sermons which are needoriented (Toh 2003, E-mail correspondence). Topics include issues related to marriage
and family, real life difficulties such as broken relationships, illness, work-related
problems, sexuality, the dangers of materialism, and attitudes toward money and the
handling of personal finances. Other topics include learning how to pray effectively, how
to witness to family and friends, how to deal with spiritual powers, how to discover and
use spiritual gifts, how to be personally involved in ministry, and more. Such issues are
dealt with in a very forthright manner in the message, which is often followed by more
in-depth discussions of such issues during small group meetings.
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A few pastors incorporated the use of personal testimony during the worship

service. Making the successful application of the biblical message was cited as the
greatest challenge (Siew 2003, E-mail correspondence). Pastors consistently reported
using real life illustrations and even humor to enhance attention to, reflection upon, and
application of their message. One pastor reported using audience participation during the
delivery of the message when it was deemed helpful (Toh 2003, E-mail correspondence).
The manner in which the message is presented is also important. In discussing
church growth among the Chinese in Singapore, one missionary teacher states, "the key
to church growth is preaching, but it must be lively preaching, with strong convictions,
tailored to the congregation' s needs" (Hinton 1985:146). Noting that he is "fairly lively
on stage," the pastor of a charismatic church in this study stated that he prefers to use a
lavalier microphone which allows him more freedom of movement (Toh 2003, E-mail
correspondence). Most of the preachers in this study are noted for their dynamic
preaching style- preaching with "passion" (Craddock 1985:220-222). Chinese people,
whether English-speaking or Chinese-speaking, have long demonstrated an appreciation
for passionate and demonstrative preaching. The enthusiastic response, by Chinese
Christians and non-Christians alike, to Dr. John Sung's evangelistic preaching provides
positive evidence to this fact (Tow 1985:166, 168).
The pastor of KLBC uses computer graphics and sermon outlines which are
projected on an overhead screen during the delivery of the message. This aids the
listeners in following the key points to the message, and in completing the outline
inserted into the weekly church bulletin. This church, and many others in this study, uses
such outlines as the guide for the discussion period or Bible study during their weekly
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small group meetings. This repetitive use of key themes from the sermons serves to
enhance the retention and practical application of the preaching.
Ministry of the Laity
Challenging, equipping, and involving the laity in ministry activities is
consistently noted in literature related to church growth and urban ministry as an
important factor contributing to sustainable church growth.16 This is most especially true
in cell-based churches, since lay persons serve as the leaders in the small group system
where most personal ministry takes place. Through active involvement in the small
group system, members are enabled to discover and express their personal spiritual gifts.
People grow and develop spiritually as they become involved in giving of themselves to
others and to the Lord.
Table 7.1 reveals significant differences in how the laity are perceived to
contribute to the growth and expansion of the church however. This issue was
completely absent from comments made by first-generation converts regarding the
factors which attracted or facilitated their assimilation into the life of the church (See
Table 7.2). However, considering the fact that lay-led small groups were rated by the
first-generation converts as the single highest factor involved church growth and in
attracting them to the Christian faith, the laity obviously playa central role in small
groups, and thus in the growth of their respective churches.
Small Groups
Regardless of the name given to such small groups, "cell groups," "care groups,"
"home fellowship groups," or yet something else, small groups were overwhelmingly the
single largest factor cited as contributing to the diffusion of Christianity and the growth

193
and expansion of churches examined in KL . Of those interviewed, 90% of the pastoral
staff, 100% of the other church staff, 100% of the key lay leaders, and 77% of the firstgeneration Christians noted small groups as the single most important factor contributing
to church growth (See Table 7.1). Additionally, 70% of the first-generation Christians
cited small groups as the single most important factor attracting and assimilating them
into the life of the church (See Table 7.2).
Every church associated with this study utilizes some form of small groups.
Seven of the churches are "cell-churches," in which the cell system constitutes the
primary (or only) structure of the church for ministry and outreach. Most small groups
employ an agenda marked by at least four activities, sometimes referred to as the Four
W' s-Welcome, Worship, Works, and Word (Khong 2000:46-49). These activities
allow the small group to carry out five purposes normally associated with a church,
namely worship, evangelism, education, ministry, and fellowship (Garrison 2000:3336}-the principal goals being edification and evangelism (Khong 2000:46).
Two churches, KCMC, and KLBC, interestingly also the only two noncharismatic churches in the study, are churches with small groups. These two churches
utilize small groups for ministry and outreach, but continue to retain more traditional
church structures, providing a variety of program based ministries in addition to the
activities sponsored through the small groups.
Home fellowship groups are still not widely utilized in the West, the majority of
Western traditional churches still preferring to utilize some form of programmed group
such as age-based Sunday School classes. In contrast, small groups of some variation are
increasingly becoming one of the key factors noted in literature associated with
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Christianity' s expansion in other areas of the world, including churches among Chinese
in Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan. 17
Cell churches such as the Yoiddo Full Gospel Church in Seoul, Korea, and the
Faith Community Baptist Church (FCBC) in Singapore have had a major influence on
many churches in Malaysia. At least five of the senior pastors in this study have either
attended training at FCBC or been influenced by FCBC in some significant way. The
senior pastor of one other church was influenced by a book by Ralph Neighbour who was
also affiliated with FCBC for many years. One other church leader was strongly
influenced by David Yong-gi ChO,1 8 senior pastor of the Yoiddo Full Gospel Church.
Why have small groups become so prominently associated with church growth in
recent years? Actually the use of small groups is not really all that new. The modem-day
focus on cell groups appears to largely be an adaptation of the "class meetings"
associated with early Methodism (Hunter 1987:118-127). The house churches of the
New Testament movement serve as the earliest precedent for the use of small groups
(Acts 2.46; Romans 16.5; I Corinthians 16.19; Colossians 4 .15).19 There is a strong
correlation between church growth and the number and variety of "multiplying recruiting
units" within a church (Clapp 1994:61-66; Hunter 1987:109-129).
There are a variety of advantages or benefits associated with the use of small
groups. These factors are directly related to the reasons small groups have made a
significant contribution to the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of
the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL. These groups provide multiple
entry points into the church, extend the capacities of churches to provide pastoral care
and personal ministry to their members as well as non-members, and provide a non-
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threatening atmosphere and venue for persons to experiment with Christianity, thus
facilitating evangelistic outreach.
These groups also greatly enhance the discipling and assimilation processes, and
accelerate spiritual growth and the discovery of personal spiritual gifts. Most
importantly, such groups involve the laity directly in ministry, and provide an ideal
medium for training lay persons for ministry, thus greatly expanding the church' s
ministry beyond what any paid staff could achieve. Other advantages associated with
such small groups include their flexibility, mobility, and the personal atmosphere they
provide for sharing a Christian witness as well as for ministering to people. Furthermore,
small group approaches seem particularly effective in urban environments.20
Small group approaches are not without their own unique problems however.
While the cell system clearly mUltiplies the potential ministry of the pastoral staff many
times over, it nonetheless requires great commitments by both the pastoral staff and laity,
especially cell group leaders and assistant cell group leaders. The majority of churches in
this study face the constant challenge of recruiting and training new small group leaders,
and the need to minister to existing small group leaders, as well as the necessity of
replacing and ministering to small group leaders who have experienced bum-out
(Galloway 1995:108-110; 2003, Personal interviews).21
Many church leaders are searching for answers or solutions in how to
constructively confront bum-out issues with the limited time and resources at their
disposal. At least two of the churches in the case studies have transitioned to or are
experimenting with the G-12 form of cell groups, an adaptation developed in South
America which is promoted as lessening or preventing the common causes associated
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with cell leader bum-out, even while facilitating a more rapid multiplication of cell
groups. The G-12 approach allows people to remain within their original small group of
twelve. Members of small groups often resist having to leave their original group to form
a new small group. Instead of dividing the group (some prefer the term "multiplying" ),
churches following the G-12 format encourage each member of the small group to start
their own "group of twelve." 22 Of course, this then means that each person will be
expected to be involved in two small groups. The original group meets less often, and
becomes more of a mentoring group for the members who have formed their own small
group. This method has resulted in exponential growth in some locations, but certain
cultural factors may have contributed to the acceptance and success of this approach.
The Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church is addressing these problems in other
meaningful ways. The zone pastors in the church fill-in for the cell leaders while they
take time for a sabbatical break. The church provides budget for zone pastors to take
small group leaders and their families out for meals and overnight retreats. These
activities not only provide a much needed respite from the ministry, but also afford these
persons time for spiritual refreshment and renewal, time for bonding with the zone
pastors, and time to deal constructively with difficult issues and problems.
The church provides trained counselors to deal with issues or problems beyond
the expertise of the small group leaders. Zone pastors meet monthly in the homes of
small group leaders for prayer-a time to pray for one another and for needs within the
small groups. Prior to these monthly meetings, the small group leaders submit a
completed Checkup Form noting their personal needs and issues of concern.
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The zone pastors are being encouraged to make a priority of spending more time
mentoring their small group leaders. To aid them in this task, the church is providing
additional secretaries to assist the zone pastors with routine administrative matters.
Further, twice a year the church provides training (three months in duration) for new
persons desiring to be small group leaders- trainees meet one night per week for ten
weeks (Khoo 2003, E-mail Correspondence).
Chris Kam, the District Pastor for geographical cell groups at the Damansara
Utama Methodist Church, notes that the success of small group leaders and the issue of
burnout are directly related to the small group leaders' own personal spiritual journeys as
well as pastoral oversight. He teaches courses entitled "Life Skills" and "Ordering Your
World" to prepare and help small group leaders cope with their own spiritual
development and personal/familial problems as well as the issues and problems related to
overseeing a healthy and effective small group. This church has also implemented a
weekly group meeting for small group leaders called the Mentoring and Accountability
Group (MAG). This meeting is in addition to the regular small group meetings. The
focus of this event is on relationship building and includes having a meal together (Kam
2003, E-mail correspondence).
One church leader cited " unholiness in the camp" as one reason many churches
do not experience growth. Recognizing that new members often bring a lot of baggage or
unresolved issues with them into the small group and church, this church has instituted a
constructive event/preventative measure to try and deal with such issues, thus lessening
potential problems for small group leaders as well as the church. The church now
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requires new members to attend an Encounter Weekend before they are officially
accepted into church membership.
This retreat type meeting is held at a hotel or camp away from the church and
each participant is required to pay his or her own expenses. This affords new members
an opportunity to personally meet and develop relationships with the senior church staff,
to become acquainted with the church 's philosophy of ministry and mission as well as
doctrinal beliefs, and provides the church leaders an opportunity to deal with many
unresolved issues which new Christians often bring into the church. Many persons have
experienced wonderful spiritual breakthroughs during these events, thus serving to lessen
potential problems while enhancing their spiritual life (Kam 2003, E-mail
correspondence ).
In spite of the prevalence of the high attrition rate of small group leaders, the
literature on small groups or cell-based churches contains very little on this important
topic (Galloway 1995 : 108-110). Efforts, such as those previously described, to provide
preventative and on-going care for small group leaders, as well as to confront potentially
disruptive behaviors, habits, or beliefs of persons applying for church membership, have
proven significant in maintaining the health and vitality of small groups and the
effectiveness of small group leaders.
Social Networks
The importance of social networks to the diffusion of Christianity and the growth
of the church is noted in literature related to church growth, religious conversion, urban
ministry and the diffusion of innovations.23 The data related to the first-generation
converts associated with this study (See Chapter 8) clearly demonstrate that the Christian
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faith usually diffuses across the social networks or relational webs of active credible
Christians, especially new Christians.

24

One reason that small groups are correlated to church growth is the fact that these
groups provide the Christian community with a natural means to reach out across the
webs of relationships (oikoses) so prevalent within the Chinese community (Khong
2000:117-142). Chinese culture has always been marked by the development of close
knit relationships between extended family members, close associates and friends and
selected others, comprising a spider' s web-like social network. 25 Chinese are typically
expert at utilizing their social networks to accomplish their aims or meet their needs.
Such networks have always been viewed as a commodity through which one can both
obtain and grant favors-reciprocity is normative for all parties involved (Bond 1991:58;
Lee 1995 :19-20). Chinese networks are typically larger, denser, and more homogeneous
than American networks (Ruan 1998:250). Further, Chinese and Americans have
different kinds of ties to deal with similar kinds of tasks (Ruan 1998:261). These existing
webs ofrelationships (familial , friendship, social) provide the Christian community with
natural networks through which to introduce the Christian faith.26
Furthermore, small groups also enhance receptivity to Christianity by facilitating
the development of new social networks.27 From participation in the small group over
time, individuals experience "belongingness" as these new social networks are
established.28 Numerous interviewees noted that the friendships formed in the small
groups met a felt need for "belonging." Many of these persons stated that new
relationships formed within the Christian community helped them to cope with
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difficulties within the Chinese family, which are often marked by distant fathers, and
controlling, dominating mothers.
These new personal networks often provide the social validation and support or
legitimacy necessary for an individual to decide to adopt an innovation.29 The positive
impact of small groups upon the diffusion of Christianity and growth of the church
among Chinese people in diaspora has been noted by numerous other studies. 30
In modern urban societies like KL, individuals do not typically occupy single or
fixed roles (simplex relationships), but rather learn of innovations, including religious
ideas, through their shared and changing, multiple communication links (multiplex
relationships) with others 31 Individuals do not all have equal access to information, and
are not all equally predisposed to potential innovations (Goss 1979:760).
Communication links 32 (who talks to whom about certain kinds of issues), as well
as the nature of the relationship between persons within an individual's social networks,
have an effect upon the adoption of an innovation.33 The strength of a specific tie or
"bridge," (McGavran 1955 :395-411 ; Hunter 1987:93) is a combination of the intimacy,
the emotional intensity, the amount of time, and the reciprocal services which
characterize the tie 34
In an urban setting, such social networks are often of a different nature than in
small town or rural settings. Within a city like KL, "fictive" kinship relationships
(includes friends and their extended networks, vocational and recreational contacts,
persons with similar educational or social status, persons in voluntary associational
groups, and sometimes persons within a particular ethnic group), often take on greater
importance. These relationships often partially fill or substitute for the role of familial
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and kinship relationships (especially among younger and well-educated persons including
Chinese people) which tend to weaken somewhat in an urban environment. These
relationships thus become important sources for learning of, evaluating, and making
decisions about innovations.

35

Although most diffusion studies reveal that personal contacts are crucial to the
spread of an innovation, few studies have investigated the nature of such social networks
or traced the spread of an innovation through such networks.36 The significance of such
social networks can clearly be demonstrated in examining a typical cell group of one of
the cell churches included in the case studies (DUMC-MBM' s Cell Group). The
relationships and interactions between the various cell members provides important
insights into the nature of the social networks involved as well as other actions which
precipitated people adopting the Christian faith and joining the cell.
One person and his mother came to Christ through a visit by cell group members
who prayed for the mother during her illness and led them to faith in Christ. The cell
group had been invited to visit the family through a relative who is now a member of the
"mother" cell of this cell group. Another married couple came to faith after being invited
by a neighbor to attend a cell group Christmas event in the neighbor' s home.
Furthermore, this couple' s four children have also accepted Christ, and the oldest is
actively involved in a youth cell . Interestingly, the neighbor is the same person who
invited the cell to visit the other family previously mentioned.
Yet another couple came to faith and active involvement in the cell group, and
later the church, after a Christian lawyer (and cell group member) shared the Christian
faith with the husband during a time of financial crisis in his business and invited his
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family to attend the cell group. Some of these persons had encountered Christianity
before but were either backslidden or not yet Christians.
One married couple, who are part of the leadership team for the church 's youth
ministry, belongs to this cell group. Further, the Mission 's Pastor and his wife are
members of this cell group. They were influential in ministering to two families who had
family members with serious illnesses (cancer). Their personal ministry of prayer and
caring caused these two families (including their children) to return to the Lord and
become actively involved in the church. In the case of one of these families, one of the
women invited her sister to attend the cell group because there were other persons her age
in the group who could minister to her needs during her husband's illness. Another
woman transferred to this cell group following a change in jobs and housing location
(Kam 2003 : E-mail correspondence).
This brief examination ofthe relationships and dynamics involved in the growth
of a single cell group reveals the significance of personal, familial , and fictive kinship
social networks, as well as " weak ties"-the extended social networks (acquaintances) of
one' s primary contacts (Granovetter 1973 : 1360-1380), to the diffusion of Christianity
and the growth ofthe church through personal witness and the cell group system.
Further, in several instances people joined the cell group during times of a crisis and/or
due to the loving and caring ministry of cell group members. In a few instances, the
location ofthe cell group also played a significant factor.
In a culture which prizes and emphasizes the importance of personal relationships,
this study supports the contention that a relational-based approach (especiaIJy through
small groups) to evangelism is far more effective in reaching non-Christian Chinese
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people than the individual-oriented confrontational model typically associated with the
West.
Inspiring and Lively Worship
The importance of inspiring worship and music (others use such terms as
enthusiastic, expectant, interesting, exciting, joyful, dynamic, even fun) is consistently
37

noted in literature related to church growth.

Studies of Chinese churches in Singapore

have noted the importance of dynamic, vibrant worship services as a contributing factor
to church growth.38 Interviews with persons from the KL churches reveal some
differences on the relationship between worship and church growth (See Tables 7.1 and
7.2).

"One of the marks of growing churches that is instantly perceived is a
commitment to excellence, an attitude that strives for quality and rejects mediocrity"
(White 1992:55, emphasis in the original). But, it is essential to note that inspiring
worship can occur in all types of churches (Hadaway 1991 :63).
The worship services ofthe cell-based churches are typically called "celebration"
services in which the members of all the individual small groups come together for a
combined worship experience. While the worship services of these churches are less
formal than those of the two non-charismatic churches, there is nonetheless an order or
structure to the service, while yet allowing for spontaneity, and the movement of the
Spirit.
Having observed worship services in many denominational and nondenominational churches in KL over several years, I concur with the conclusion that
well-planned, enthusiastic, and inspiring worship services (including music) are an
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important factor serving to attract and assimilate new people into churches. This appears
to be especially true of youth and young adults. The emphasis is not so much on
entertainment as it is upon experiencing a worshipful service where the presence of God
is made real and experienced within the worshipping community (Gibbs 2000: 157, 169).
However, although worship involves a corporate and personal encounter with
God, it is obvious that different people experience or encounter God in different ways.
"Worship is ultimately a mystery" (Basden 1999:18). Although worship is experienced
by an individual ,39 it has a thoroughly social character- the worship experience is greatly
impacted by the social context in which it takes place (Underhill 1936:81 , 84). Worship
is a communal activity-the community gathered for worship is often where the Spirit of
4o

God manifests himself-becomes most discernible.

Furthermore, Christian worship involves a supernatural action (Basden 1999: 18;
Underhill 1936:339). "Worship is a human response to the divine initiative" (Gibbs
2000: 157). Several of the first-generation converts in this study, prior to their
conversion, testifY to being made aware of the Spirit of God in the midst ofthe
worshipping community (Gibbs 2000:169). The Holy Spirit and worship are two
important and interconnected parts-the worship service serving as the context in which
one experiences the power of God present in the midst of humanity (Wallis 1981: 148).
A typical worship service is composed of several integrated activities for the
41

expression of worship, all intended to facilitate an encounter with the divine.

However,

there are a wide variety of ways in which the worship services are structured, and an even
greater variety of worship styles.42
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In recent years, there has been a sharp debate on the relationship between worship
styles (especially the type ofmusic)43 and church growth (Basden 1999:26). Churches
have been divided over such issues. The issue of worship styles is significant to churches
in KL, with individual churches often opting to follow a particular style.
The impact of the Charismatic Renewal Movement upon churches in KL is most
evident within the context of the worship service. Most of the churches in this study (at
least in some of their worship services) employ the "praise and worship" style of worship
with praise bands, back-up singers, and overhead projectors (or computer projected
lyrics). These ministries serve to involve large numbers of persons in the worship event.
"Pre-practices (or jamming), on Friday or Saturday, are required for everyone leading or
playing on Sunday" (Kok 2003, E-mail correspondence).
Music is a very important part of the worship service (Easum 1990:47). Some
churches included in this study have ministers of worship or music on staff, but most use
volunteer worship leaders on a rotating basis. The music typically is up-beat and lively in
most of the churches; however, each church seems to have its own preferred style- some
more exuberant than others. Most of the churches practice a blended worship which
includes both praise songs as well as traditional hymns. Individual choruses are typically
sung three to four times, before changing to another song.
Most of the churches use standard hymnals or imported praise choruses, rather
than indigenous music. Few churches incorporate the use of traditional Chinese music
and instruments, with some churches even discouraging such innovation as demonic.
Worship services encourage audience participation (Leoh 2003, E-mail
correspondence), and are typically marked by the clapping of hands, or the raising of
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hands in worship. Worship services in many churches include some pageantry, including
the use of dance and/or flags or banners, and some also incorporate dramatic
presentations, especially during special holiday services.
The two non-charismatic churches in this study offer worship services (tending
toward the "traditionalist" or '"revivalist" styles). These services are lively and inspiring,
but are intentionally "not charismatic" (the gifts of the Spirit are not manifest in the
worship service) in direct response and appeal to a certain segment of the population
(both Christian and non-Christian). These two churches use age-based and
ethnic/language-based choirs to great effect, both being noted for choirs and other
musical groups with a reputation for excellence. Although I have observed a trend to
more lively worship styles in recent years, the Chinese-language congregations of most
of the churches in this study are generally more conservative, tending to use hymns, and
less exuberant music.
The worship services in most of the pentecostal and charismatic churches is "freestyle," where people generally pray audibly and simultaneously, often followed by
someone who concludes this aspect of the service. There is freedom to exercise spiritual
gifts during the worship service-a message in tongues with interpretation, or a word of
knowledge or wisdom, or a prophetic word to the congregation (Leoh 2003, E-mail
correspondence). Sometimes a member will share a passage of scripture, or lead the
congregation in a new song, or perhaps time will be given to ministering to the needs of
those present by prayer and the laying on of hands, even prior to the message. Generally,
however, this time of ministry occurs during the invitation time following the message. I
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have observed that there is generally a strong response to this portion of the service. " It
seems that people like being prayed for" (Toh 2003 , E-mail correspondence).
During this time of ministry, people often seek prayer for salvation, for baptism in
the Holy Spirit, or for such needs as personal problems, healing or deliverance. It is not
unusual to see people "slain in the Spirit," an experience perceived or promoted to be a
time during which the Holy Spirit ministers to the needs of the person directly. This
practice is sometimes condemned, or looked upon with suspicion or even disdain, by
traditional non-charismatic Christians. However, the practice appears to mesh well with
traditional approaches to religion by Chinese and other Asian cultural groups in Malaysia
who typically seek experiential spiritual help for practical needs (Nagata 1995:189).
All of the churches in this study celebrate Holy Communion, but do so at different
intervals, and in somewhat differing styles. This aspect of the worship service typically
includes Scripture reading and a call for reflection, after which the elements are
distributed. These services are marked by varying degrees of solemnity in the different
churches, but all seek to stress the importance and significance ofthe sacraments.
The significance of worship within the context ofthe small groups must not be
overlooked either. Weekly meetings typically include a period of Bible study, a time of
sharing needs and answered prayers, a time of praying for and ministering to one another,
and a time for simply worshipping God through communal praise, worship, and prayer.
The small group, perhaps more than other church structures, is particularly conducive to
the participants experiencing the "koinonia of the Holy Spirit," as well as the experience
of community (Snyder 1996:91).
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Intercessory and Corporate Prayer
Prayer is frequently cited in literature related to church growth and urban ministry
as an important factor contributing to effective urban ministry and the growth and
44

expansion of the church.

"Prayer is the power behind the principles" (Rainer

1993 :183). There was a marked difference in the importance ascribed to prayer by the
different groups of persons interviewed (See Tables 7.1 and 7.2).
While the senior leaders of the majority of case study churches noted the
importance of prayer to the growth of their churches, a few churches appear to really
emphasize corporate and intercessory prayer. This was especially true of the DUMC
which held a forty day period of fasting and prayer in the spring of2002 with great effect.
Church members attended early morning services every day of the week prior to going to
work. Having personally attended some of these meetings, I can confirm that the turnout
for this event was consistently very high, indicating a real commitment on the part of the
church leaders and members to prayer. Numerous persons interviewed commented on
the example of the pastoral team as being centrally important to the membership' s
commitment to prayer and fasting in this church.
The MT AG provides the clearest example of a KL area church which has made
prayer a central component of its church growth and ministry strategy. From the very
founding of this church and throughout its 20 year history, the pastoral leadership of this
church has stressed the importance of corporate prayer, promoting the midweek prayer
meeting as the most important meeting of the church. During my personal interview with
the senior pastor of this church, he constantly stressed his belief that prayer was the single
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most important factor affecting the rapid growth of this church (Ong 1999, Personal
interview).
The prayer meeting at MT AG is the only meeting which has been published and
announced weekly from the pulpit throughout the entire history of this church. A high
percentage of the congregation faithfully attend prayer meeting. These weekly prayer
meetings are frequently marked by a special, and sometimes an extraordinary, presence
of the Lord marked by physical healings, deliverance from demons, and other miraculous
occurrences. Emphasis is placed upon praying for specific needs and for specific people.
Many people bear testimony to having been drawn to the Lord through the impact of this
weekly prayer meeting.45
Testimonies of answered prayers are shared in worship services, and are
published in the church's publications including the EI' Shaddai Newsletter, and a
quarterly publication entitled the Cutting Edge. These publications serve to further
encourage member involvement in the weekly prayer meeting, which is described by one
staff member as a weekly "revival meeting" (Ter 2001 :6).
In addition to the weekly prayer meetings at some churches, the small group
meetings in every church include time given to intercessory prayer. Group members
share personal needs. In addition, the needs of others in the church, as well as the
surrounding non-Christian community, are interceded for by the small group.
Furthermore, time is always given to praying for the salvation of specific persons by
name. Answered prayers, for healing or other practical needs, are often cited as a
significant factor attracting persons to, and leading them to adopt, the Christian faith.
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Hospitable and Caring Congregations
Growing churches are typically marked by warm, caring, friendly, hospitable
people.46 Studies of growing churches among the Chinese diaspora in Singapore,
Taiwan, and the United States confirm the impact of the perceived nature of the
congregation upon potential converts before and after conversion. The warmth and
friendliness of the church were particularly noted as being important. 47 A warm welcome
is one of the signs that a Christian community is spiritually alive (PohI1999 :160).
Hospitality has been described as an act of worship (Hershberger 1999:117);
hospitality having its origins in the context of worship (Pohl 1999:172). But, hospitality
takes different forms, and is experienced in different ways. Hospitality functioned as a
person-to-person link crucial to the survival and growth of the New Testament Church
(Hershberger 1999:177; Stark 1996:87). The role of hospitality to the growth and
expansion of Celtic Christianity has also been noted (Hunter 2000b:52). The class
meetings or small groups associated with early Methodism provided an important means
for persons to move from being strangers to becoming a part of the Christian community
(Pohl 1999 :96). Hospital ity serves to break down social barriers, and helps to create a
sense of community and of belonging. The community life (and corporate worship) of
the church or its small groups attracts people, often playing a key role in their decision to
adopt the Christian faith.4ll
There were differences between the different groups interviewed in this study in
terms of the frequency in citing the hospitality and caring of the congregation as a key
factor contributing to the on-going growth of the church (See Tables 7.1 and 7.2). It is
significant to note however, that 67% of the first-generation converts noted these factors
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as important (See Table 7.1). Furthermore, of the first-generation converts interviewed,
32% also cited these congregational factors as playing a key role in attracting them and
assimilating them into the church (See Table 7.2).
Examples of how the churches in the study foster an atmosphere reflecting
hospitality and caring are varied. One pastor commented that he had noticed that a pastor
shaking hands with people creates a more favorable impression than just a greeter or
usher doing so (Toh 2003, E-mail correspondence). The PJEFC has an extremely large
visitor' s lounge where visitors and members are welcomed with a cup of coffee and
something to eat prior to and after the worship service. The pastors and key lay leaders
often spend considerable time in getting acquainted with the visitors (Siew 2003, E-mail
correspondence). The SIBKL encourages visitors to go to their hospitality room
following the worship service for light refreshments and to meet with the pastoral team
and cell group leaders (Chew 2003, E-mail correspondence).
The CBC often has a communal meal following the worship service to which
everyone is invited to share. My personal observation suggests that the Chinese-speaking
congregation especially benefits by this activity. "Food is an important part of
hospitality" (Hershberger 1999:101). Chinese people love to eat together, and this
communal meal provides a wonderful opportunity for church members to get acquainted
and develop relationships with visitors. Such opportunities serve to tear down barriers
between people, whether real or perceived (Pohl 1999:62), and foster the formation of
personal relationships and the development of community (Pohl 1999: 101 ).
Contrary to what is often advised in the West, first-time visitors to the churches in
this study are usually encouraged to either stand or raise their hands. Often, they are
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individually introduced to the congregation by the person(s) who invited or brought them
to the church, or even asked to introduce themselves. The congregations generally
respond with applause. Many churches encourage their small group leaders and members
to greet visitors during a section of the worship service devoted to greeting others by
shaking hands. My personal observations indicate that most Chinese people are not
embarrassed or put off by this, but rather like this public recognition of their presence in
the service.
Visitors are typically given a visitor's packet, including a visitor's card to
complete. Some churches also give each visitor a small gift. A follow-up letter signed

by the pastor is mailed to each visitor during the following week. Moreover, a member
from one of the small groups located closest to the visitor's place of residence (or a
member who fits their status or peer group) will make a follow-up visit during the week
following their attendance.49
Visitors are invited to attend a small group meeting, based either on location or
some other social criteria. The small group meetings are marked by informality, and
always include a time for food and fellowship, either before or after the meeting. Again,
these informal opportunities to share food together serve to foster the development of
personal relationships between the visitor and the small group members.
Furthermore, caring is particularly demonstrated during the small group meeting
when people are invited to share needs, and are prayed for individually. Although
visitors may initially be reluctant to share needs, this hesitancy gradually dissipates as
they participate in the small group meetings over time. The small group is the church' s
primary means of providing pastoral care to people within the church.
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In addition, many small groups are involved in ministering to the needs of people
within their surrounding communities. The members of the small groups are encouraged
to develop friendships with non-Christians, noting any problems or needs which either
the small group or the church can address as a practical way of showing hospitality and
the love of Christ (Cho 1981:57-71 ; 114: Hunter 2000b:117).
Outreach Ministries
This section combines the input regarding meeting practical needs with social
ministries and community work. Identifying and ministering to felt and real needs of
people are cited often as a key factor related to effective urban ministry and to church
growth.50 The personal interviews revealed a wide diversity of opinion regarding the
impact of community involvement and social ministries on the growth of the church (See
Tables 7.1 and 7.2). Interestingly, 88% of the key lay leaders interviewed cited the
significance of these ministries to the ongoing growth and expansion of the church. This
high rating may well represent their personal involvement in such ministries, as these key
lay persons were most often responsible for initiating and promoting such ministries.
The wide disparity between the pastoral staff and the laity suggests a need for the
church leadership to reexamine the importance of this issue. Too often, church leaders
(even leaders of growing churches) are out of touch with the realities which people in the
community are facing. This contributes to the church being viewed as irrelevant by the
non-Christian community. This reveals the importance of conducting ongoing research
within the community, and then utilizing the results of that research to shape the plans,
strategies, and actual ministries of the church within the wider community.
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In addition, one's preaching cannot be effective unless one is keenly aware ofthe
needs of the people both in the church and in the community. As has been said by others,
we are often guilty of scratching where no one is itching, of addressing issues which are
not perceived as important or answering questions that no one is asking. It cannot be
overstated that Chinese people are by nature very pragmatic, especially when it comes to
religious concerns (Paper 1999: 113).
Church leaders must do everything in their power to reveal and portray the
relevancy of, and the benefits or advantages associated with, being a Christian. This can
best be demonstrated through actual involvement in meeting the perceived needs of
people within and outside of the church. "If the church is going to minister effectively in
its community, it must be addressing the issues the people perceive as the issues; no other
issues really exist" (Linthicum 1991 :201). It is essential that the church focus on meeting
practical needs if it is to gain credibility especially among traditional Chinese people
(Hinton 1985:34-35).
Several churches included in the case studies have made serious commitments to
ministering to people's needs within their surrounding communities. Examples include
Community Excel Services (CES) associated with the DUMC, Community Development
Services established by the FGA, and Life Community Services of the GTAG. The
KCMC under the auspices of its Local Evangelism Committee is involved in many
community and social service ministries (See more detailed description in case study).
Nearly all ofthe other churches included in the case studies provide social
services or support ministries including kindergartens, child care facilities, centers for the
handicapped, orphanages, Christian drug rehabilitation centers, tutorial centers, prison
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ministries, counseling services, ministry to foreign migrants, medical assistance, old age
homes, ministries to the urban poor including emergency food provisions, educational
programs for children, scholarship assistance to needy students, and more. Some of these
ministries are making outstanding contributions to the community and, through meeting
such needs, generate goodwill with the non-Christian community and a positive witness
to the Christian faith.
The Ministry to the Urban Poor sponsored by the FGA is one such example.
Very few churches in KL are making a concerted effort to meet the needs of the urban
poor or to confront the systemic issues (interlocking causes and consequences of poverty
related to prevailing social, economic, political, and even religious circumstances present
in the environment) involved in or contributing to urban poverty.51 The Full Gospel
Assembly has demonstrated a willingness to partner with other evangelical churches,
gladly sharing expertise and resources to assist other churches in developing effective
ministries among the poor such as food distribution, medical assistance, legal advocacy,
and more. (For a more detailed discussion, refer to the description of their programs in
the case study). Although ministry to the urban poor is cited as a priority need in
literature related to urban ministry,52 this remains a major need in KL. There is a need
53
for networking and partnering between different churches to respond to this need.
Satellite Congregations/Church Planting
Although nearly every church examined in the case studies associated with this
research has been actively involved in planting churches in the past, in recent years many
of these churches have shifted to establishing satellite congregations instead of planting
additional independent churches.54 The formation of satellite congregations represents
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one means of creating a mega-church, the goal (stated or unstated) of many church
leaders.
However, satellite congregations are also a way to utilize limited pastoral
leadership while maximizing the use of the lay leadership. Furthermore, since many
churches do not have large worship facilities, the formation of satellite congregations
allows them to utilize many available facilities without having to build or locate to the
larger worship facilities necessary to support a single large congregation. In some
instances, satellite congregations will occasionally rent a large public facility, such as a
stadium, in order to get together for a church-wide gathering such as an evangelistic
meeting or special holiday services.
More important, the establishment of satellite congregations is a viable means of
establishing congregations in areas of KL where these churches have large concentrations
of cell groups. In fact, satellite congregations are typically formed only after a significant
number of cell groups are formed in a specific area of the greater metropolitan area.
Establishing a satellite congregation in an area near where people reside also eliminates
the need for people to travel long distances to attend a combined worship or celebration
service. This further enhances the satellite churches' sense of community and ownership
as well as expanding the lay leadership base of these churches.
In some instances, the mother church assists a new satellite congregation by
providing financial assistance in renting a worship facility and by sharing or providing
paid pastoral staff until the new congregation can support these expenses on their own.
In many instances, these congregations function fairly independently, except that the
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mother church continues to provide overall leadership. In other cases, all finances are
managed by the mother church which maintains a single membership role.
Several churches in this study are employing the development of satellite
congregations as an important component of their strate!,,}, for church growth.
Outstanding examples include the FGA, the CBC, and the KLBC. (See the case studies
in Appendix AA for a detailed discussion of this issue).
Multiple Congregations- Based on Language and Ethnicity
The establishment of multiple congregations, based on a range of criteria, is yet
another method of church starting employed by churches in KL. The significance of
starting multiple congregations, especially to the increasing number of migrants and
internationals moving to the major cities of our world, has been noted in literature related
to effective urban ministry.55 While only a small percentage of non-staff persons
interviewed cited multiple language congregations or worship services as a key factor in
the growth of the churches in this study, 43% of the pastoral staff viewed the multiple
congregations as important to the ongoing growth and expansion of their churches (See
Table 7.1). The data related to the case studies clearly reveals the impact of additional
congregations or worship services. Although the primary reason for adding additional
worship services is often because of limited seating and parking facilities, providing
services at various times also provides multiple entry points or times for people to
become actively involved in the life of these churches. Furthermore, the multiple uses of
their limited facilities and resources, both people and monies represent the attempt to be
better stewards of these resources. Some churches such as GTAG offer Saturday evening
services in addition to multiple services at different times on Sunday.
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However, the research data reveal that the addition of services based on language
are a very important factor contributing to the further growth and expansion of the
churches in this study. The different language congregations allow the church to impact
the extended familial and social networks of its membership, thus affording these
churches a much greater influence than would be possible through a single language
congregation. Specific examples from the case studies provide important insights into
the contribution that multiple language services have played in the growth ofthese
churches.
The CBC is a charismatic cell church which has four satellite churches, most of
which offer different language services. The statistical data reveal the decadal growth
rate for all congregations (English, Cantonese, and Mandarin) was 535% for the period
1991-2001. However, when the statistical data are broken down by language groups, it
reveals that, in recent years, the Chinese language congregations have been growing at a
much faster rate than the English language congregations. The first Chinese-language
congregation was formed in 1998, but by 2002 approximately 222 persons were attending
the Chinese-language congregations at the various satellite churches related to CBC.
This indicates that more than one-half of the growth of the church since 1998 can be
attributed to the addition of these Chinese language services within this formerly English
language church.
Data related to the GT AG also reveal the significant impact of adding different
language-based congregations. The decadal growth rate for the combined English
congregations for 1991-2001 is 144%, whereas the decadal growth rate for their Chinese
congregations for this same period is 298%--more than double that of the English church.
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Again, the addition of Chinese language congregations (Cantonese and Mandarin) has
enabled the church to evangelize the extended familial and social networks of its
members as well as meet the needs of Chinese-speaking members of the surrounding
community. In addition, the Chinese church has made an intentional effort to relate to
the Chinese community through participation in many of the traditional Chinese festivals
and through greater identification with traditional Chinese cultural values and practices.
Interestingly, data related to the KCMC, a traditional Chinese-language church,
reveals the positive impact of the addition of English language services within a
historically Chinese language church. The English language congregation was
specifically developed to minister to English-speaking persons related to the Chinesespeaking members, and in order to prevent the loss of these persons to other Englishspeaking congregations. (It is perhaps worth noting that there is an English language
Methodist church directly across the street from KCMC, but it is a charismatic church).
The decadal growth rate for the English congregation in KCMC for the period 1991-2001
is 321 %. Nearly 300 persons were attending the English language services of KCMC in
2001. Although the Chinese church does not keep weekly attendance figures, it is
obvious that most ofthe growth of KCMC in recent years can be directly attributed to the
addition of the English services.
The growth of the English congregation in this church goes against the "normal"
trend. Generally English language churches have been more successful in starting
Chinese-speaking congregations than vice versa. However, as this study demonstrates,
the addition of different language congregations is causally related to the ongoing growth
and expansion of these churches.
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The case study of the KLBC reveals an even more interesting story. KLBC is
composed of thirteen different congregations (within the mother church) and two
additional satellite congregations, representing at least seven different language and
ethnic groups. Over the past decade this church has added additional English language
services as well as additional Chinese language services. However, data for the past
decade reveals that the primary growth and expansion of KLBC is directly related to the
addition of yet other language congregations including Burmese (Myanmar), Korean,
Tagalog (Filipino), Bahasa Melaya (Malay) and Iban (an indigenous Indian group from
East Malaysia). In addition, other Mandarin language groups were formed to reach out to
students from the People' s Republic of China attending Nilai college and other area
colleges and universities (See Figure AA.45 in the Case Studies attached in Appendix
AA). In 2003 this church added an outreach to Nepalese migrants in KL as well.
Although the figures are perhaps not as dramatic, data related to the PJEFC also
reveal that the addition of a Chinese language congregation has facilitated this church' s
ongoing growth. The decadal growth rate for the English church for the years 1991-2001
is 58%, whereas the decadal growth rate for the Chinese congregation is 275%.
Other churches including the KCMC associated with this research have begun
outreaches to Indonesians, Nepalese, Vietnamese, Burmese, and other foreign migrant
communities, as well as in-country migrants and students from several different
countries. These multiple language congregations are often initially developed through
the formation of cell groups, or some other form of small groups, or as an extension of
some social service ministry.
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Typically, when it becomes apparent that there are several persons from a specific
language or ethnic background either attending the worship services of a given church or
located in the nearby vicinity, an intentional effort is made to identify a person or persons
within these groups who might assume leadership for developing a specific language
congregation. These persons are then provided encouragement, the necessary resources
and facilities to begin a small group meeting, and later their own worship service, as the
group expands. The pastoral staff of the church provides leadership and assistance to
these lay leaders in developing their own unique worship service, often providing training
for the lay leaders as needed.
As leaders are trained and the group grows in numbers, it sometimes becomes
possible to support a full-time person to provide leadership for the on-going growth of
that particular ethnic or linguistic congregation when such persons are available. One
example is the Burmese congregation at KLBC. In some instances, persons from the
homeland of these distinct people groups are sought to provide leadership for the
formation of new congregations among these different ethnic or linguistic groups in KL.
For example, one ministry was formed through a partnership of different churches
in KL to reach out to Indonesian foreign migrant workers and East Malaysian in-country
migrants. Christians from existing churches in East Malaysia were recruited to assist in
developing new language congregations among these diverse people groups. Although
the work originally employed the Malay language to reach out to these different people
groups, as the numbers of persons related to specific ethnic groups increased, new
language congregations were formed among individual groups such as the Than from the
state of Sarawak in East Malaysia. To date, three separate congregations have been
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formed in the partnering churches, and many other small groups are meeting at various
locations throughout KL. Further, there are plans to develop additional language
congregations among several other indigenous people groups residing within KL.
The SIBKL is perhaps the most notable example of how one church, in this
instance an English language church, can facilitate and support the ongoing development
and growth of other language and ethnic congregations. The SIBKL has assisted in the
fonnation of29 Malay language congregations in West Malaysia, five of which are in
KL, as well as a Chinese language congregation too. The English church, which has seen
rapid growth, provides resources to support many of these other language churches, thus
greatly enhancing the diffusion of Christianity among these different ethnic and linguistic
groups.
The advantage of adding other language services is also evident in the case
studies related to the other churches. Most of the churches have developed separate
language congregations. However, many of these churches have not kept separate or
accurate records for the different congregations, so it is not always possible to clearly
demarcate the statistical impact of these additional language congregations. More
accurate records could aid the task of understanding and informing church growth.
Age-Based Ministries
Growing churches intentionally provide age-based ministries (Hadaway
1991 :193). While most churches associated with this study conduct Sunday School
classes or seasonal events, such as Vacation Bible School or camps during school breaks
for children and youth, a few churches have made a concerted effort to develop age-based
ministries focused on meeting the unique needs of certain age groups. Perhaps the single
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most outstanding example is the Children 's Ministry of the FGA, which presently has
over 1,000 children in attendance at its weekly services. Other ministries, including the
Neighborhood Friendship Clubs (NFCs) and the Ministry to the Urban Poor, specifically
offer ministries to meet the needs of children and to promote evangelistic outreach among
children from every socio-economic level in KL.
Others churches, such as DUMC, a cell church, have utilized cell groups to focus
on the unique needs of children and youth. This church has over 38 cell groups among
children and youth. The MT AG, a cell church, has also emphasized age-based ministries
from its very beginnings, and now has more than 160 lay persons involved in ministry to
children and youth. KLBC has a very popular kindergarten, and Sunday School.
The GT AG, a cell church, has individual staff members specifically focusing on
ministries to children and ministries to youth. Within the English church, the decadal
growth rate for the youth congregation for 1991-2001 is 553%, much greater than any of
the other congregations, revealing the significance of having age-based congregations
which engage the unique needs and values of certain segments ofthe church' s
membership. The GTAG allows the youth congregation considerable freedom to
formulate its own worship services and church involvements.
The personal interviews with different segments of church leadership and
membership reveal contrasting opinions regarding the impact of age-based ministries, but
overall the consensus was that age-based ministries are positively associated with church
growth and expansion. Of the pastoral staff, 24% cited children ' s ministry and youth
ministry as significantly contributing to church growth. Of the others interviewed, 43%
of the church staff saw children's ministry; 57% saw youth ministry as an important
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factor contributing to church growth. Some 35% of the key lay leaders viewed children ' s
ministry and 47% youth ministry as being significant to growth. Of the first-generation
converts, 17% cited children "s ministry and 27% youth ministry as important factors in
the growth of their churches (See Table 7.1). Only 9% of the first-generation converts
cited children"s ministry, while 14% cited youth ministry, as key factors attracting them
to their church or facilitating their assimilation into the church (See Table 7.2).
It is significant that several of the churches included in the case studies started as

ministries to children, youth, or students. This is particularly true of the MT AG, the
SIBKL, and the PJEFC, all of which initially focused on attracting and ministering to
university and college students. As their case studies indicate, these students have now
completed their studies, obtained jobs, started their families, and are now committed and
supportive members of their churches, and in many cases now serving as the key leaders
and even pastoral staff of these churches. This is a prime example of how age-based
ministries have contributed directly to the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and
expansion of the church in among the Chinese diaspora in KL.
Evangelistic Emphases
While there are occasional cross-denominational city-wide evangelistic
campaigns in KL, featuring well known speakers from around the world, the primary
evangelistic emphases of the churches connected to this study occur within the ministries
of these churches, or within other structures such as cell groups or ethnic language
congregations. Most of the churches utilize a variety of different methods for
evangelistic outreach. Some churches emphasize healing rallies, evangelistic meetings,
and other meetings focusing upon certain themes such as prophecy.
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However, the major evangelistic thrust is through the small group structure of the
churches. One of the primary functions (if not the primary function) of these groups is
evangelistic outreach across the social networks of persons within these groups,
especially those of new converts.
There were wide differences between the different segments interviewed
regarding the importance of evangelistic ministries to the ongoing growth of these
churches (See Table 7.1). Interestingly, only 8% of the first-generation converts cited
evangelistic outreach as playing a significant role in attracting them to the Christian faith
or in facilitating their assimilation into the life of the church (See Table 7.2). This may
indicate that the present methods utilized for evangelistic emphasis in these churches are
more important in retaining members or in meeting the ongoing spiritual and physical
needs of members than in reaching non-Christians. Or, it may indicate that people
reached through friendship or "fictive" kinship networks, hospitality, prayer, or other
means, are simply not aware they were being evangelized.
Missions
The relationship of missions to church growth appears to be a chicken and egg
Issue. Has the commitment of these churches to missions precipitated growth, or has
growth precipitated commitment to missions? It has been argued that missionary vision
is crucial for the vitality of the Chinese church (Hinton 1985: 149; Towns, Wagner, and
Rainer 1998:68). Graphs related to missions giving for churches such as GT AG and the
KCMC reveal virtually parallel growth in missions ' giving and in church attendance or
membership.
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All of the churches included in the case studies have serious, but contrasting
commitments to missions. The KCMC, which has long been identified as a missionsminded church, now budgets over $1 million (RM) or nearly ($250,000 US) annually to
missions. It has major commitments to and involvements in both local missions through
a variety of social ministries, as well as outreach to migrant groups, and to foreign
missions in China, Cambodia, Spain, and other areas. The GTAG ' s mission budget is
nearing $2 million (RM) or nearly $500,000 (US) annually. This church is directly
involved in missions to many different countries and has now appointed mission
coordinators for these different countries to coordinate short-term teams and missions
involvement in each of these countries.
The DUMC takes an annual one time missions' offering which now exceeds $1
million (RM)! This church is also significantly involved in sending short-term teams to
countries such as Cambodia. The KLBC's financial commitment to missions
(approximately $400,000 RM annually) has grown steadily in recent years, and this
church' s commitment to reaching the nations in its midst is most noteworthy. Other
churches, such as CBC, regularly send short-term training teams to both China and India.
And, although the SIBKL has focused primarily on home missions to other Malayspeaking peoples in West Malaysia, it recently has become involved in sending shortterm teams to surrounding countries such as the Philippines.
Of the pastoral staff interviewed, 57% felt that the church ' s involvements in
mission-related activities playa direct role in the growth and expansion of the local
church, though the other segments interviewed did not see this as important as other
issues (See Table 7.1). All of the foregoing involvements, especially the short-term
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mission trips, have served to inspire and challenge church members to greater
commitment and involvement in both foreign missions and home missions. In addition,
some people reported being attracted to these churches because they could see that these
churches were seriously involved in trying to meet needs and make a difference both at
home and abroad.
Discipleship and Training
Providing the laity with opportunities to grow in their understanding of the
Christian faith. as well as to prepare them for exercising their personal spiritual gifts in
some form of ministry, has often been cited in literature related to church growth and
effective urban ministry.56 It was also cited as a very significant factor in the ongoing
growth and expansion of the churches in this study (See Table 7.]). Although only 5% of
the first-generation converts saw discipleship and training as being key factors attracting
them or leading to their assimilation in the church, 25% of these same persons cited Bible
study (generally within the context ofthe small group) as being an important factor in
their decision to become a Christian.
Visitors and new converts within the churches are typically assigned to a small
group. Participation in the small group is seen as crucial in leading these persons to make
a faith decision, to their bonding with the Christian fellowship, to their spiritual formation
(growth toward maturity) and discipleship,57 and to their assimilation into the life and
ministries of the church. New converts desiring membership are required to complete a
stringent course of studies, usually through the auspices of the small groups, or other
special new member classes in the church.
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For example, the GTAG requires new converts to attend a course related to
helping them understand the nature of true conversion, another course designed to assist
them in learning how to live the new Christian life, pre-baptismal classes, and another
course related to denominational history, polity, and the vision of the church prior to
being accepted into church membership. Before a new convert is approved for baptism
and church membership, their small group leader must confirm the convert' s completion
of required studies and recommend the person (Leoh 2003, E-mail correspondence).
Other churches in this study provide similar instruction to assist new Christians in
understanding their faith decision, as well as to prepare them for church membership.
The DUMC requires all prospective members to attend a weekend retreat at their own
expense, during which church staff are all introduced, the church 's vision and mission is
shared, a full range of discipleship and new member courses are taught, and questions
and potential problem areas are addressed (Kam 2003, E-mail correspondence). Failure
to attend or complete such discipleship courses prevents persons from becoming fullfledged members of the churches in this study.
Several churches, such as the MT AG, place great emphasis upon the importance
of, and strongly encourage members to seek, being "baptized in the Holy Spirit" as a
necessary prerequisite for effective service (Ong 2003, E-mail correspondence).
Ongoing training programs appear to have played a significant role in mobilizing
and training the laity for active involvement in some form of ministry within these
churches, thus aiding in the development of church staff from within the church as well
as the ongoing expansion of the ministries of these churches (Galloway 2000: 121-135).
Courses designed to assist persons in identifying their personal spiritual gifts are
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provided, and the participants are encouraged to find a place of service within the small
groups and the church. The small groups particularly provide people an opportunity to
experiment with different ministries. In addition to on-going training within the small
groups, several of the churches in this study have developed their own formal training
programs or institutions.
Examples include: the FGA which has established its own training institute
known as the Royal Priesthood Bible College; the Institute of Charismatic and Biblical
Ministries (ICBM) in the MTAG; the Institute of Christian Ministry (ICM) in the GTAG;
and the Lay Institute for Equipping (LIFE) in the KLBC. Some of these programs such
as LIFE are tied to seminaries in Malaysia, thus allowing persons to pursue studies for
academic credit toward a degree within these church-based training programs. Having
taught in both ICM and LIFE, I have observed the commitment of large numbers of lay
people to their own development as Christians, even though the teaching sessions are
often held following Sunday worship services or late at night during the week.
Furthermore, many of the churches recruit and train their own staffthrough such
programs. Once such persons have demonstrated commitment and competence in
ministry, some churches, including the KLBC, GTAG, DUMC, and the MTAG, then
encourage and even subsidize these workers to attend a Bible school or seminary
(sometimes within country and sometimes outside Malaysia) for formal training.
Research, Planning and Strategizing
Literature related to church growth and urban ministry consistently cites the
importance of ongoing research, planning and strategizing for effective ministry.58 The
demographics and spiritual dynamics of complex urban areas such as KL are constantly
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changing. This constant change, as well as the reality that cities are composed of
interlocking and interrelated sets of systems, demands that church leaders be able to
adequately and accurately exegete the context in order to be able to develop effective
.
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As should be expected of visionary church leaders, a greater percentage of the
pastoral staff (24%) saw planning and strategizing as more important to the ongoing
growth and expansion of the church than did other segments of the church population
interviewed (See Table 7. I). Although some segments of the church, particularly the
pentecostal and charismatic churches (Cerillo 199 I : I 06- 107), have not viewed planning
and strategizing as a priority need in the past, preferring to trust in the guidance of the
Holy Spirit, this research suggests that is now changing. The pastors and key lay leaders
of pentecostal and charismatic churches were just as likely to cite the need for research,
planning, and strategizing as other segments of the church in KL.
Location
The location of particular churches appears to be significantly related to their
growth and expansion as well as their capacity to attract and assimilate new members
(Hinton 1985: 196; Swanson 1977: 118). While the personal interviews revealed some
differences regarding the importance oflocation to church growth (See Table 7.1), 26%
of the first-generation converts cited the location of the church as an important factor in
their attraction to Christianity and their assimilation within the church (See Table 7.2).
This was true even for churches like the KLBC which is located in the downtown
area with limited parking and seating capacity. Many members who continue to live in
the downtown area like having the church near their homes. The location of the MTAG,
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near a major university and along a major highway system, is certainly a factor in its
rapid growth. Other churches such as the SIBKL, the KCMC, the DUMC, the FGA, and
most recently the GT AG and the PJEFC, following the purchase or development of their
new worship facilities, all have easy access to sufficient parking. Several churches
including the KLBC, the KCMC, and the GTAG are involved in constructing new
worship centers which will further add to their seating capacity, thus facilitating their
further expansion. Yet others such as the CBC and the FGA, through satellite churches,
have been able to develop worship centers close to where their members live and where
their churches are growing.
Some churches such as the MT AG and the SIBKL have about maximized the use
of their present facilities through additional worship services, and are facing the need to
relocate, or acquire larger facilities, or to expand with additional satellite congregations to
sustain continued growth. The case studies clearly reveal a correlation between location,
and the willingness to relocate, and the church's growth. Most of these churches have
relocated several times to accommodate their continuing growth.
Other Factors
Other growth factors cited included well-planned and well-executed church
activities and programs. Having observed the activities of many Chinese churches (and
others) over the years, I am inclined to believe that the "quality," or perhaps better stated
the "excellence," of a church ' s activities and programs does affect the level of
participation-personal involvement, support, and enthusiasm for such activities, thus
leading to overall growth in numbers (Schwarz 1996:42-43, 96).
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Personal visitation was also cited as having a positive impact on some churches
(Callahan 1983: 11-23: Hadaway 1991:21). This issue appears to be of greater
importance to the Chinese-speaking congregations- Chinese, especially older Chinese,
often expect their pastors to regularly visit them (Law 2002, Personal interview; Swanson
1977:78, 123, 136). A visit by a small group leader or member, and more especially a
church pastoral leader, during a time of crisis leaves a positive and lasting impression
upon Chinese, often paving the way for their greater openness to and involvement with
the small group or the church (Law 2003, Personal interview). The foregoing issues
discussed however appear to be the primary factors contributing to the growth and
expansion of the churches in KL examined in this study (See Tables 7.1 and 7.2).

Local Churches: God' s Change Agents for Church Growth and Expansion
Research related to this study reveals multiple factors which have collectively and
cumulatively contributed to reducing resistance to or enhancing receptivity to Christianity
among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL. Some of these factors served to reduce
tensions related to Chinese identity and traditional Chinese culture, thus facilitating the
diffusion of Christianity and the ongoing expansion of the church. One must understand
the impact of the larger social context and prior existing condition in the environment to
fully comprehend the diffusion of an innovation such as religious conversion or the
lio

growth of the church. Numerous change agents including foreign missionaries and
Chinese Christians from other countries were involved in the initial diffusion and
consolidation of Christianity in KL. Certainly many different historical, cultural,
economic, and socio-political events or factors contributed to the further diffusion of
Christianity and the growth of the church as well (See Chapters 5 and 6).
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Most literature related to change agents appears to describe individuals who act as
agents of change. Various issues are suggested to be positively correlated to the
motivation for change including: (1) the methods of communication used by the change
agent-interpersonal (face to face) and intra-btfOup r-the gossip network" ); (2) the use of
the local language; (3) the level of involvement of the recipients; (4) the manner in which
the innovation is adapted to the existing cultural patterns (the issue of contextualization);
(5) whether the recipients have an existing felt need which is addressed by the
innovation; (6) whether the recipients perceive any practical benefit or advantage to be
gained by adoption of the innovation; (7) whether traditional (indigenous) leaders are
involved in the planning and implementation process ofthe introduction of the
innovation; (8) a practical demonstration of the innovation; (9) the creation of a positive
image of the innovation; and (l 0) the predictability or the reliability of the innovation
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This research suggests that during the period of focus under study, namely 19912001 , the primary change agents involved in the ongoing diffusion of Christianity and the
grovvth and expansion of the church in KL, other than the adopters,62 were persons in the
converts' social and familial networks, particularly friends, and members of the local
63
churches. Their smal1 groups especial1y encouraged adoption, more than some outside
agent such as a mission agency or missionary. One study suggests several other
characteristics of organizations (donor groups) which are effectively involved in
promoting or facilitating change include: (I) the prestige of the group advocating the
innovation or change; (2) the aggressiveness and enthusiasm of the group introducing the
change; (3) the ability of the change agency to influence opinion leaders; (4) the duration
and intensity of the contact between those advocating change and the potential receptors;
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and (5) the friendliness of the contact between the change agency and the potential
adopter (Kraft 1996:393-394).
The criteria related to individual change agents and organizational change
agencies mesh very well with the data revealed in this research , Christianity has
increasingly become,viewed as an acceptable alternative religion by Chinese people in
recent decades (Ackerman and Lee 1990:61-63 ; Nagata 1995a: 189). Influential Chinese
Christians. and churches which have gained public recognition for their contributions to
the Chinese community through education, social ministry and the like, have also
improved the view of the church among Chinese people. This has provided both the
Christian faith and the church with greater prestige, thus facilitating its acceptance within
the Chinese community (Hinton 1985: 101).
Local churches have used a variety of communication techniques such as
preaching, healing and evangelistic rallies, the creative arts including music, dance and
drama, cultural events related to traditional Chinese festivals, and media such as movies
and computer animation to enhance their evangelistic efforts. Moreover, many churches
have developed specific congregations to minister to the many different ethnic and
linguistic groups in KL. Through such means as small groups, and age-based and
language-based ministries, the church has successfully involved non-Christians in
activities that brought them in contact with the Christian message. These small groups
have also provided non-Christians with the opportunity to observe and experiment with
the Christian faith over an extended period of time . In addition, the small groups provide
a friendly and non-threatening environment which provides non-Christians an
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opportunity to develop meaningful relationships with Christians and to experience
community as a body of believers (Snyder 1996: 120-123).
Although there is still room for improvement in the area of contextualization,
particularly among the Chinese-speaking churches, many churches are making positive
progress in identifying with traditional Chinese culture through such means as
participating in some festivals and holidays, thus demonstrating that one can be both
Christian and Chinese. Further, churches are making serious efforts to minister to the felt
needs of non-Christian people and to demonstrate the practical benefits or advantages of
being a Christian. Finally, the local churches have been under the control of local
indigenous leadership for the past several decades. Local indigenous control is reflected
in the flexibility demonstrated by churches in their adjustments to issues such as religious
and political opposition and change, changing theological and eccIesiological issues such
as worship styles and church structures, all of which have contributed to the growth of
these local churches.
Indeed, except for occasional short-term visits, relatively few foreign missionaries
have been actively involved with the churches in KL in recent decades. The following
graph reveals the steady growth in number of churches in KL for the Assemblies of God
over the past decade (See Figure 7. I), the number of churches growing from 68 in 1990
to 145 in 2002 (Assemblies of God 2003, E-mail correspondence).
However, during this same period, other denominations have shown lackluster
growth in major urban areas. The number of Baptist churches in KL has remained
largely static, the exception being the number of congregations or satellite churches
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associated with the Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church and the Community Baptist Church,
the two Baptist churches featured in the case studies related to this research.
During this same period other mainline denominations such as the Methodists
experienced only a moderate increase in the number of churches. The Trinity Conference
of the Methodist Church (TRAC, English-speaking) saw the number of churches increase
from eight in 1990 to 11 in 2001 . Although I was unable to obtain accurate data, it
appears that the Chinese Conference of the Methodist Church (CAC, Chinese-speaking)
in Malaysia experienced a greater proportional increase in the number of churches.
Assembly of God Churches in KL
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Figure 7.1. Growth in the Number of Assemblies of God Churches in KL, 1990-2002.
Being unable to obtain accurate data from independent charismatic churches for
the period 1991-2001 , it was not possible to determine their recent growth; however, the
number of those churches in KL has grown dramatically during the last few decades,
particularly in the 1970s and 1980s. While the majority of these churches are loosely
related to such interchurch agencies as the National Evangelical Christian Fellowship
(NECF), no agency has kept accurate records covering the growth in the number or
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location of such churches over the past several decades, thus limiting one' s ability to
accurately plot the growth in the number and location of these independent churches.

Summary and Conclusions
The foregoing data reveal several key factors involved in the ongoing growth and
expansion of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL. Some of these criteria
compare favorably with those suggested in a variety of literature related to such
disciplines as church growth and urban ministry while they also reveal some significant
differences as wel1. M
The churches in KL have constructively dealt with problems related to worship
facilities, seating and parking capacity in ways not typical of the West where land (or
government approval) is readily available for expansion. The churches in KL have of
necessity focused on and effectively mobilized the laity more than is typical of the
majority of churches in the West. Further, the churches in KL have effectively utilized
small groups/cell groups to follow-up on the social networks of church members, often
ministering to felt and real needs as a means to facilitate church growth. Churches in KL
have developed multiple congregations related to ethnicity, language or age to
constructivel y deal with the realities of a pluralistic society, and have fonned satellite
congregations to facilitate ongoing growth and expansion of their churches, methods not
typically employed by the church at large in the West.
The hospitable atmosphere of the con!:,lfegations, the worship services, and the
small group meetings make people feel welcome and provide more opportunities for new
people to find a place to belong (Elias 1997:61). Attendance is held to be more important
than membership (ElIas 1997:17, 46; Finney 1978:21). Emphasis is placed upon getting
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people to attend and participate regularly, particularly in the small groups, thus providing
people with the opportunity to bond and belong prior to believing vis-a-vis pressure to
65

join, or pressure to conform.

The emphasis is upon forming and enhancing personal

relationships, something which resonates strongly with traditional Chinese cultural ideals.
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Chinese converts in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 8
Analysis of First-Generation Conversion Accounts
In order to understand the recent diffusion of Christianity and the expansion of the
church among the Chinese diaspora in KL, pastors of the ten churches identified firstgeneration converts who might be interviewed for information related to their
conversion-the adoption of Christianity as their religion of choice. Each pastor
obtained permission from at least seven first-generation Chinese converts in their church
to be interviewed. These interviewees were to be from non-Christian families (both
parents to be non-Christians), at least at the time of their conversion.
None of the churches in this study keep separate records on first-generation
converts. In an effort to obtain a reasonably representative sample from each church,
pastors were provided the following criteria for the selection of the interviewees. Persons
selected were to be: (1) of both genders; (2) of different age groups; (3) of different
language backgrounds; (4) and with different lengths of time since conversion.
Pastors were given copies of the Interview Schedule (See Appendix C) and asked
to provide each potential interviewee with a copy in advance of a personal interview.
Providing the interviewees with copies of the Interview Schedule ahead of time was
intended to enable them to be better prepared for the personal interviews. Interviewees
were encouraged to answer the questions on the Interview Schedules if possible, so as to
facilitate the interview process. Interviewees were then asked to return the completed
Interview Schedules to the church, which then provided them to me in advance of the
interviews. This allowed me to become better acquainted with each of the interviewees
in advance, and also enabled me to better plan the personal interview with each
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individual. In most instances, the interviewees obviously had given considerable time
and consideration to answering the questions on the Interview Schedules. The
thoroughness of the efforts of most to answer these preliminary interview questions was
notable, an issue demonstrated in other studies (Coughenour 1965 :203; Finney
1992:114).1
This greatly reduced the time required to conduct the personal interviews,
allowing the interviewer to focus on specific areas of interest revealed in the preliminary
answers provided. In some instances, the interviewees either did not return the form prior
to the interview, or their answers were obviously hurried and lacking serious depth. In
these instances, more time was given to obtaining this basic data during the personal
interview. Typical interviews ran between one to two hours.
In some instances the church staff actually made arrangements for the personal
interviews to include time and place of meeting, often at the church at a time convenient
to the interviewee. In many instances, the church provided contact information for the
individual interviewees, and I then made arrangements to conduct the interviews on an
individual basis at a time and location convenient to each person.

Preliminary Report of Data
A total of78 first-generation Chinese Christians were selected by the pastoral
leaders and provided copies of the Interview Schedule. Personal Interviews were
conducted with 61 of these persons. Due to time constraints and the inability to
coordinate schedules, it was impossible to conduct personal interviews with 17 of the
persons originally selected for inclusion in this study. However, many of these 17
persons did an excellent job in completing the interview schedules and are therefore
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included in this study. Follow up conversations were conducted with these and others in
the study through e-mail to obtain additional data, answer questions and to clarify issues
in the data. The names of these persons are not cited in order to ensure their anonymity.
Of the original 78 persons selected, one was excluded due to the inability to
obtain adequate data, and one other was excluded after discovering during the personal
interview that although his father practiced Chinese Religion, his mother was a strict
Roman Catholic. He himself had been confirmed in the Roman Catholic Church as a
child. He stated he had little real knowledge of Christianity until later when he accepted
Christ personally and became a member of a Protestant church. Therefore, the number of
first-generation converts actually included in this study totals 76.

Characteristics of the First-Generation Christians (Early Adopters)2
This section examines a number of different characteristics of first-generation
Chinese converts in KL, noting the relationship of these characteristics to the adoption of
an innovation, in this instance the adoption of Christianity as their religion of choice.
ChurchlDenominational Affiliation
The first-generation converts in this study were members often different churches
representing several different classifications as follows : (1) mainline traditional
churches-Klang Chinese Methodist Church; (2) mainline charismatic churchesDamansara Utama Methodist Church; (3) evangelical churches- First Baptist Church
and Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church; (4) evangelical charismatic churches-Community
Baptist Church and Petaling Jaya Evangelical Free Church; (5) pentecostal churchesGlad Tidings Assembly of God and Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God; and (6)
indigenous charismatic churches-Full Gospel Assembly and Sidang Injil Borneo (SIB).
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The numerical breakdown for the first-generation converts by classification of church by
gender is shown in Table 8.1.
Out of the total of 76 first-generation converts interviewed, 55 persons or 72% are
either pentecostal or charismatic, while onJy 2 1 persons or 28% are from non-charismatic
Table 8.1
First-Generation Converts' Church Affiliation

Gender

Mainline

Mainline
Charismatic

Evangelical

Evangelical
Charismatic

Pentecostal

Indigenous
Charismatic

Male

5

6

6

7

8

9

Female

3

1

7

7

9

8

Total

8

7

13

14

17

17

mainline and evangelical churches. This breakdown by classification of church types is
fairly representative of the 512 existing Protestant churches in KL (See Figure 1.2,
Breakdown of Churches by Denomination/Group in the Greater Kuala Lumpur
Metropolitan Area, Chapter 1).
This sample reflects the diffusion of Christianity and the expansion of the church
in KL as a result of the Charismatic Renewal Movement's impact. Most of the mainline
denominational churches in KL predate 1960 (Chan 1992:355). The rapid growth since
1960 has been primarily among evangelical churches of the pentecostal or independent
charismatic variety. 3 In addition, many mainline and evangelical churches are now
charismatic in terms oftheology and worship style. Pentecostals and charismatics
comprised approximately 16% of the evangelical churches in 1960, but by the early
1990s their number had grown to over 50%. The increase in church membership of
pentecostal and charismatic churches is even greater, increasing from 20% in 1960 to
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nearly 80% of the total evangelical membership in the early 1990s (Chan 1992:370).
The expansion in number of churches and increase in membership has continued into the
2000s as data related to this study reveals.
Gender and Marital Status
Of the 76 persons included in this study, 41 are men and 35 are women. The
marital status of the 76 participants is as reported in Table 8.2.
Table 8.2
Marital Status of First-Generation Converts
Married

Gender
I

Di vorcedlSeparated

Single

Male

34

7

0

Female

17

16

2

Total

51

23

2

At the time of the interviews in 2002,83% of the men were married, while only 47% of
the women were married. Of the total number of persons included in this study 67%
were married. Only 17% of the men were single, whereas 46% of the women in this
sample were single. Therefore, 32% of the persons in the sample were single. Only one
person had been divorced. One other woman had been separated from her husband for
over 30 years.

It is generally held that females and married persons, especially those with
children, participate more frequently in religious activities.4 Females are certainly more
actively involved in traditional Chinese religious activities in the home. Although gender
is generally held to be related to religious involvement (Finney 1978 :24), conclusions
related to gender cannot be generalized from this research.
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Age Distribution
The age of these 76 persons, at the time of the interviews in late 2002, ranged
between 14 to 74 years old. The complete age distribution is recorded in Table 8.3. The
brackets selected follow the age distribution brackets utilized by the Malaysian
government for their published census data. As the table reveals, the sample is composed
of people from a wide variety of age brackets. However, it was not possible to
Table 8.3
Age Distribution for First-Generation Converts
10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

to

to

to

to

to

to

to

to

to

to

to

14

19

24

29

34

39

44

49

54

59

64

&
Over

Male

0

0

2

2

6

3

9

4

7

4

2

2

Female

1

0

1

2

8

5

5

8

2

2

0

1

Totals

1

0

3

4

14

8

14

12

9

6

2

3

Age
in
Years

obtain the age distribution for members or attendees of the churches for comparison to
this population segment. It is therefore not possible to determine whether this sample
represents the actual first-generation Christians in KL. Of course, many church members
and attendees are second or even third-generation Christians, so this sample is not
intended to represent the total Christian body in KL. This sample does, however, provide
valuable insights related to those coming to faith in Christ from non-Christian families.
As an observer, I attended each of the churches included in this study. There
appeared to be a full range of persons of different ages regularly attending all of the
churches. The average age of those attending the churches appeared to be lower than the
sample of first-generation converts selected for this study. Of course, many of the
children and young people are members of Christian families.
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Educational Level
The educational level of the first-generation converts participating in this study is
as reported in Table 8.4. The data from this sample reveals that 31 persons or 41% of the
total number participating in this study have completed a
Table 8.4
Education Level of First-Generation Converts
Gender

Secondary

Post-Secondary

Tertiary (Four

School

CertificatelDiploma Year) Degree

Masters and
Doctorate

Male

10

11

]2

8

Female

15

9

11

0

25

20

23

8

I Total

tertiary or higher degree. Out of the total, 10 men or 24% of the males in this study have
completed secondary school, 11 men or 27% have completed post secondary studies at
the certificate or diploma level, 12 men or 29% have completed a tertiary degree (four
year bachelors), and eight men or 20% have completed graduate degrees at the masters or
doctoral level. The data reveal that 15 women or 43% have completed secondary school,
nine women or 26% have completed post secondary studies at the certificate or diploma
level, and 11 women or 31 % have completed a tertiary or bachelor level degree.
Religious involvement and innovativeness are sometimes held to be related to
educational level (generally also related to higher income and higher social status), in part
because higher educational status facilitates personal exposure to a greater range of
alternative views, thus providing opportunities to experiment with innovations. s This

251

research data appears to support the positive correlation between educational level and
religious conversion. This area demands further research, however.
Language Preferences
All of the persons included in the study of first-generation converts speak

sev~ral

languages and dialects. These languages typically include English, Mandarin, Cantonese,
Hokkien, and Malay. All of the persons included in this study speak English. However,
five men and two women normally prefer to use Mandarin, Hokkien, or Cantonese.
These five men and two women attend Chinese language services at their respective
churches.
All of the others included in this study attend English worship services at their
respective churches. Most are comfortable conversing in the Malay language, though
Chinese normally use either English or one of the Chinese languages or dialects when
conversing with other Chinese. Each person has a language of preference, a language
normally used in daily conversation. Although they can speak Mandarin or one of the
other Chinese dialects, a large majority of the English-educated Chinese do not read or
write the Chinese language. This fact clearly distinguishes them from the Chineseeducated community, both Christian and non-Christian. The larger number of Englisheducated persons compared to Chinese-educated persons unquestionably biases the
findings to some degree as there are distinct differences between the worldviews of the
English- and Chinese-educated.6
However, data from this study supports the conclusions from other studies that
English-educated Chinese are more open to innovations than are the more traditional
Chinese-speaking Chinese.7 This area, however, demands further study. My
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observations suggest that Chinese-speaking charismatic churches may be more open to
innovations than Chinese-speaking traditional churches- these churches have historically
been marked by conservatism or slowness to change.
Socio-Economic Status
Although some churches included in this study are reaching working class
Chinese, the majority of the churches associated with this study and the general Christian
population in KL are middle-class or above. The question of the relationship between
social class and religiosity has been long debated. Some studies have suggested that
lower classes typically are more religiously inclined; other studies suggest otherwise.8
Socio-economic status, occupation, and one's position in the social structure9 are
often associated with exposure and access to information related to innovations, the
willingness to experiment, and innovativeness,JO though this tendency is sometimes
viewed as an example of opportunism or perhaps simply greater personal involvement in
community organizations (Heise 1967:57; Mueller and Johnson 1975:786).
" It is unthinkable to study diffusion without some knowledge of the social

structure in which potential adopters are located" (Zaltman 1973:77). In fact, adoption is
often triggered by the adoption of the innovation by others in one' s social network. Once
others in one ' s social status begin adopting, there is a sort of subtle unvoiced and perhaps
unconscious expectation that the other should follow, or that adoption of the innovation
has become a recognized feature of occupying one' s social status (Burt 1987:1294; Stark
and Finke 2000 :117-118). People ' s social networks tend to change over time, and this
can create situations where changing one' s religion becomes more plausible, even more
probable (Stark and Finke 2000 :117-119).
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Educational attainment, occupational status, and income are generally cited as the
primary indicators of socio-economic status (Kollat, Blackwell, and Engel] 970:678-679;
Mueller and Johnson 1975:789). However, there is certainly some variation between
cultures, especially in how one culture rates or values one vocation over another.
Chinese typically place a high value on professions such as medicine, pharmacology,
law, engineering, accountancy, teaching, and business pursuits of various kinds. Higher
education and/or the attainment of wealth and position have typically been valued as the
means to upward social mobility-not just for the individual but for the family.
Of the 76 participants in this study, 69 of the first-generation Christians continue
to pursue active vocations. Four of the men are retired (three from government or
military service), and one man and one woman are presently pursuing university studies.
One other woman is an active homemaker. Although there may well be some cultural
variation, by utilizing the Socio-Economic Index for Occupations used by the United
States Bureau of Census (Reiss 1961 :263-275), I was able to approximate the socioeconomic index for the first-generation converts included in this study. Based on a scale
with 100 being the highest possible rating for any vocation, the men averaged a score of
71 , while the women"s average score was 62. These average scores place these firstgeneration Christians as a group in the middle to upper middle area on the socioeconomic scale.
Eight ofthe male and 12 of the female first-generation converts are now full-time
employees of their churches. Many of these current church leaders, as well as several of
the senior pastoral staff in some of the churches related to this study, have served in
professional careers such as medicine, law, teaching, and in successful business concerns
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prior to entering the ministry. These persons are often greatly respected for their
sacrifice, and also now serve as role models for others. Others are choosing to enter into
Christian ministry following early retirement, having already attained status, position,
and wealth.
Church leaders, especially those serving in charismatic and pentecostal churches,
are often afforded high respect and granted considerable authority. Such changes have
elevated the status of Christian ministry as a more desirable profession in the eyes of the
average Chinese. Many very bright and talented young Chinese men and women now
see Christian ministry as a worthy and viable profession, and are thus responding to the
challenge to be trained to provide leadership for the growing and expanding churches in
KL. The changing perception of both Christianity and Christian ministry as a profession
has perhaps made adoption a more viable option for upwardly mobile people and people
of higher socio-economic status.
Data from this study demonstrates a relationship between socio-economic and
occupational status to conversion to Christianity among the urban Chinese diaspora in
KL. Thus the relationship between socio-economic status and innovativeness postulated
by many other studies appears to be supported by this study (Kollat, Blackwell, and
Engel 1970:678). However, a few other studies have demonstrated only a modest
relationship between socio-economic status and religious participation (Mueller and
Johnson 1975:793 ).
Cosmopolitanism
Cosmopolitanism, the level of contact with persons or cultures differing from
one' s own, is related to the exposure of new ideas, including religious ideologies, and to
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innovativeness. 11 One indicator of cosmopol itanism is travel outside of one' s normal
place of residence: another is contact with persons residing outside of one' s normal
country of residence through such means as e-mail, telephone, or personal letters (Rogers
1995 :273-274). Of the 76 first-generation converts in this study, 27 men or 66% of the
total number of males, and 17 women or 49% of the total number of females had traveled
or resided outside of Malaysia prior to their conversion to Christianity. Thus more than
58% of the total number of first-generation converts demonstrated some measure of
cosmopolitanism prior to conversion. Most also maintained some sort of correspondence
with persons outside of Malaysia during this time as well.
Following their conversion, the numbers are even more dramatic-with 40 men or
98% of the total males and 28 women of 80% of the total number of women having
traveled and/or maintained contact with persons outside of Malaysia. Thus 89% of the
total number of first-generation converts included in this study traveled and lor
maintained contact with persons outside of Malaysia following their conversion.
This level of contact with persons outside of their culture was significant as it
provided these first-generation converts, both prior to and following their conversion,
with greater exposure to religious change agents and other Chinese Christians, as well as
more opportunities to gain knowledge of Christianity. Diffusion studies typically reveal
that early adopters have had more exposure from sources of external influence (Valente
1996:74). Exposure influences adoption by enabling persons to reach their individual
thresholds (Valente 1995: 120, 125). Spending time outside their own culture also
provided greater freedom to experiment with Christianity in a safe or non-threatening
environment away from their extended family . In addition, these outside contacts serve

256
to support continuance of the adoption. Thus, cosmopolitanism appears to be strongly
related to the adoption of Christianity.
Age Distribution at Time of Conversion
The age at which persons make commitments to change their religious allegiance
is also instructive. Although conversion is spread over the full gamut of age groups, the
data clearly reveal age to be an important factor related to the adoption of Christianity.
The breakdown by age at time of conversion for the first-generation converts associated
with this study is shown in Table 8.5. Four men or 10% of the males, and seven women
or 20% of the females accepted Christ between the ages of 10 to 14. Eight men or 20%
of the males and ten women or 29% of the females accepted Christ between the ages of
15 to 19. Thus 12 men or 29% of the males and 17 women or 49% of the females for a
total of29 persons or 38% of the total number of participants adopted Christianity as the
religion of choice during adolescence. This finding is consistent with other conversion
studies (Crandall 1999:86).
Table 8.5
Age Distribution at Time of Conversion for First-Generation Converts
Age at Convers ion

10 to 14

Gender

M

Totals

4

Percent by Gender

50 to 54

55 to 59

60 to 64

65 Plus

F

M

F

M

F

M

F

M

F

0

4

0

1

0

1

0

1

1

2°..

0%

2%

0%

2°..

3°..

15to 19

20 to 24

25 to 29

30 to 34

35 to 39

40to 44

45 to 49

F

M

F

M

F

M

F

M

F

M

F

M

F

M

7

B

10

2

7

6

3

3

2

2

2

3

2

7

7%

6%

5%

6%

7%

10% 20°.. 20% 29% 5% 20% 15% 9%

6% 17% 0% 10% 0%

Two men or 5% of the males, and seven women or 20% of the females, adopted
Christianity between the ages of20 to 24. Six men or ] 5% of the males and 3 women or
9% of the women adopted Christianity between the ages of25 to 29. Thus 20 men or
49% of the males and 23 women or 66% of the females adopted Christianity prior to
reaching 30 years of age. In this period during which most Chinese are focusing on
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university studies and/or beginning and getting established in their careers, an additional
18 persons or 24% ofthe total number of participants acc~pted Christianity as their
religion of choice. Thus a total of 47 persons or 62% of the total number of firstgeneration converts associated with this study became Christians prior to the age of 30.
After the age of 30, the statistics reveal a significant difference related to gender.
Between 30 to 54 years of age, a total of 18 men or 44% of the males in this study
became Christians, while only seven women or 20% of the total number of females in
this study became Christians during that age period. It is enlightening that ten men or
24% of the total number of males in the study, while only one woman or 3% of the total
number of females, accepted Christ between the ages of 45 to 54. Although the
percentages between genders are fairly consistent between the ages of30 to 44, there are
distinct differences after age 45. Between the ages of 45 to 54, 11 men or 27% ofthe
males participating in the study became Christians while no women in this age bracket
did so. Although the target group may not represent a true representative sample, these
data are nonetheless quite interesting. Chinese men appear to be far more receptive to
Christianity in later age brackets than women.
While generalization from this research may lack certitude, it appears that
Chinese men in KL are more open to becoming Christians than women after they reach
45 years of age. Are churches in KL doing a better than average job in reaching men? It
is well known that some groups such as the Full Gospel Businessmen 's Fellowship have
had considerable success in reaching men for Christ in KL. As men approach mid-life or
retirement, are they more open to religious change or innovation? People typically retire
at 55 years of age in Malaysia. As men face retirement or a possible change of careers,
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are they more open or receptive to Christianity? Some men in this study delayed their
open identitication as Christians until the deaths of their parents.
The difference in response between older men and older women may simply
reflect typical cultural practices. Non-Christian Chinese women are often the ones who
religiously practice their faith and maintain their religious traditions at home and in the
family. Many of the first-generation converts in this study noted that their mothers were
often far more opposed to them becoming Christians than their fathers. It really may be
harder to reach older Chinese women than older Chinese men. These findings suggest
the need for churches to develop better strategies or programs for addressing the needs
and interests of older Chinese women.
Considering that few older people in any culture change their religious faith, it is
perhaps not surprising that only three men and one woman or 5% of the total became
Christians after the age of 55. Again, although the numbers are not especially significant,
three times the number of men changed their religious faith after the age of 55 as did
women.
The foregoing data reveal that age and gender are related to religious conversion.
The data related to age is confirmed by research on religious conversion in other cultures,
thus demonstrating cross cultural applicability (Crandall 1999; Finney 1992).
Maintaining adequate records related to gender and age would allow church leaders to
know whether their churches are reaching people across a full spectrum of age and
gender or whether they are missing certain segments of the population. Few churches
maintain records related to gender and age however.
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Agents of Initial Exposure to Christianity
How people first learn about Christianity reveals valuable information about how
the Christian faith diffuses within a given population segment. The data obtained from
the personal interviews reveal the persons or agents through which the first-generation
converts in this study first learned about Christianity (see Figure 8.1). These data were
derived from the personal interviews with the first-generation converts. The interviewees
were able to select more than one factor. However, it is important to note that initial
knowledge about Christianity did not necessarily, or usually, lead to a decision to adopt
Christianity at the time of first exposure. "Information constitutes a resource but not
necessarily a motivation" for the adoption of an innovation (Becker 1970:269).
Agents of Initial Exposure to Christianity
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Figure 8.1. Agents of Initial Exposure to Christianity for First-Generation Converts.
The data obtained did not provide the exact age at which the first generation
converts were first exposed to Christianity. In most instances, it was some years later
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that people actually made a faith decision, often under the influence of different agents of
change. The data reveal that friends or schoolmates were the most often cited sources of
information (42%) about or initial exposure to Christianity. The influence of friends or
schoolmates was followed in importance by school activities or campus groups (32%),12
the Bible or other Christian literature (21 %), siblings (21 %), extended family members
( 12%), and all other categories to lesser degrees. In many instances a brother or sister or
other extended family members (but not parents) who had previously become a Christian
were a positive factor in these persons first encounter with Christianity.
The data reveal the significant impact of para-church and church-related school
activities and campus groups. Most of these groups are actively involved in
communicating a Christian witness, in disseminating Christian literature in a variety of
forms, and in providing discipleship and leadership training. This bears out the
importance of para-church ministries as reported in Chapter 6 to the ongoing diffusion of
Christianity among the Chinese diaspora in KL. 13 The number of persons reporting the
impact of either reading the Bible, or other Christian literature such as tracts, reveals the
continuing importance of making this literature available.
Although the data for comparison are different due to the unique characteristics of
each group being examined and the choice of agents, other conversion studies report
similar data regarding the primary agents of influence. However, this study is focusing
upon first-generation converts, whereas most other studies conducted in Western
countries often inel ude persons from Christian backgrounds.
In The Contagious Witness: Exploring Christian Conversion (1999), a study of
Christian converts in the United States, Ron Crandall reports on the relationship between
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age at time of conversion and the principal agents of influence (Crandall 1999:92, 116).
Considering that Crandall' s study was completed among persons who lived in an
environment largely receptive to Christianity, and that many of these persons either came
from Christian families (note the importance of early parental influence upon the younger
age brackets) or at least from families not opposed to Christianity, the similarities
regarding the importance of certain agents of influence are noteworthy (See Table 8.6). I
selected only categories from the "Asbury Study" which are comparable to those in the
study of first-generation Chinese converts. Crandall's study included persons converted
as children, ages five to nine years of age and before, but did not go beyond the age of 49
years.
Table 8.6
Age of Conversion Compared to Agents of Influence-Asbury Study

Agent of Influence
Age at Time of Conversion
10 to 14
15 to 19
20 to 24
25 to 29
30 to 39
40 to 49

Parents

Extended
Family

Marital
Partner

Friend/Peer

5.90%
9.70%
12.20%
16.20%

7.00%
22.90%
24.50%
18.50%
18.10%
13.50%

19.60%
9.50%
11 .40%
12.20%
10.20%
13.50%

Pastor
11.90%
9.40%
10.90%
8.40%
12.20%
12.20%

Youth
Leader
7.80%
11.20%

The data in the "Asbury Study" suggest that the older people are, the more likely
they are to be influenced by friends or family members other than parents, and to a lesser
degree by pastors, to take a positive attitude toward Christianity (Crandall 1999:116117). Crandall cites another study, conducted by James Wesley Griffin in postcommunist Estonia, in which "friends" were also cited as the most important agent of
influence (1999: 116). It is not clear whether these authors are referring to agents of
exposure-positive influences along the decision process, or to agents primarily
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influencing the actual decision to become a Christian. While external influences are
often the sources related to an individual ' s initial exposure to an innovation, it is
generally the influence of persons in one' s personal or intimate social network(s)
however which lead to actual adoption (Valente 1996:80).

Agents Fostering a Decision to Change One' s Religious Allegiance
The actual time of adoption characterizes the diffusion process more than any of
its othefcomponents, including the time of the initial exposure to the innovation
(Coughenour 1965: 184; Zaltman and Duncan 1977:239). Religious conversion among
first-generation converts is such that most people remember the time of adoption quite
accurately. This fact minimizes one of the common criticisms against diffusion studies
related to the inaccuracy of the recall of the adopters (Rogers 1995:121-123).
Agents Influencing Faith Decision
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Figure 8.2. Agents Influencing Faith Decision of First-Generation Converts.
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The data generated by the study of first-generation Chinese converts clearly
delineated differences between the agents of initial exposure to Christianity, and the
agents primarily responsible for influencing these persons to change their religious
allegiance to Christianity. The previous figure illustrates the nature of the factors or
agents leading the first-generation converts in this study to make an actual faith decision
(See Figure 8.2). As in the case of first exposure to Christianity, the data reveal that
friends/schoolmates were the agents having the greatest influence upon these firstgenerations convert' s faith decision (37%). These findings confirm the importance of
social networks, especially friendship networks, to the diffusion of Christianity and the
growth of the church among the Chinese diaspora in KL (Lim 1988:260). The
significance of social networks (especially kinship and friendship networks) is
consistently reported in literature related to church growth, conversion studies, urban
ministry, and the diffusion of innovations. 14 Other significant influences leading to the
decision to become a Christian include the preaching/worship service (32%), a minister
(25%), the Bible and other Christian literature (21 %), and other agents of lesser value.
Again, the study revealed significant differences related to gender. Of the males,
17 or 41 % of the males, while only 11 females or 31 % of total number of females,
reported that friends were a major influence in their f~ith decision. This same disparity
was noted in reference to the influence of ministers- with 13 males or 32% of the males,
and only 6 females or 17% of the females, citing the minister as a significant influence
upon their decision to become a Christian. An even greater difference is reported in
relation to the influence of one' s marital partner upon the faith decision. Seven men or
17% of the males and only two women or 6% of the females cited their marital partner as
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a contributing factor in their faith decision. Males and females were tied numerically
regarding the influence of the preaching/worship service (included test\lnonials during
the service) upon their decision. with 12 men or 29% of all males and 12 women or 34%
of all females indicating this preference. These findings support the emphasis on the
importance of preaching 1) and worshi p 16 to church growth in a variety of studies.
There were some minor variations between males and females on all other
categories. Women were slightly more influenced by the Bible or Christian literature
than men with seven men or 17% of males and nine women or 26% of females indicating
this factor. Although the numbers were small, men were four times more likely to cite
the influence of their children, and twice as likely to indicate the influence of a neighbor
upon their decision as women. Women were slightly more influenced by siblings than
men-with five women or 14% of the females, and only four men or 10% of the males,
citing this factor. Six men or 15% of the males, and five women or 14% of the females,
cited some other factor as having significant influence upon their decision. Healing was
cited as a factor by men twice as often as women. The practical emphasis upon healing
by pentecostal and charismatic churches closely matches the traditional concern for
healing in Chinese religion (Jordan 1993:292).
The "other" category included such factors as the Holy Spirit (2), evangelistic
meetings (2), personal visitation (2), a cell group (2), a student (l), answered prayer (1),
and a dream (1). Again, interviewees were allowed to cite more than one person or
factor influencing their faith decision, so that must be kept in mind when interpreting the
percentages assigned to each category. The data reveal that it is seldom a single
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category, but rather a combination or perhaps the accumulated impact of several factors
which prompts the decision to adopt Christianity.
Other studies conducted among different population groups in different locations
provide some interesting data for comparison. The "Asbury Study" reports that "God
alone" was the agent of decision for 21.2% of the adults studied, while 19.3% indicate
that a pastor helped them arrive at their faith decision. Friends were reported as the third
most common agents of decision for adults with 16.3% indicating this factor (Crandall
1999:118).
Another study conducted in England by John Finney allowed participants to select
from among 13 major factors, and the same number of supporting factors. Participants
were also permitted to select more than one factor/agent from each category (Finney
1992:36). There are some interesting parallels and differences to the study of firstgeneration Chinese converts. Friends were selected as the leading factor influencing a
faith decision, followed closely by interactions with a minister. Men were far more likely
to be influenced by their marital partners and their children than women. Women were
somewhat more likely to indicate friends or church activities as the major factor leading
them to a faith decision. Men and women were nearly tied regarding the influence of a
minister upon their faith decision (Finney 1992:36,43-47, 51-59).
In Finney ' s study, friends, minister, the Bible and Christian literature, drama,
music were nearly equally cited by men and women as having played a supportive role in
their faith decisions. Church activities were cited nearly twice as often by women as men
as having a significant influence. Other categories of lesser value were also fairly equally
divided (Finney 1992:37).
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Finney' s study provided the participants with ready made categories to select
from, whereas the factors or agents cited in the study of first-generation Chinese
Christians and in the "Asbury Study" were noted in the text of the personal interviews
conducted with the participants. Even so, there are fairly consistent findings in these
different studies. There is a fairly common finding that friends and ministers playa
significant role in people making a faith decision, regardless of their geographic location,
nationalityiethnicity or even gender. In a manner similar to the study of first-generation
Chinese converts, the men in Finney' s study reported that they were significantly more
influenced by their marital partners and their children than women.
Table 8.7
Age of Conversion Compared to Agents of Decision
Age at Conversion
Gender
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It is also useful to compare the age at which a person adopted Christianity as their
religious faith with the primary agent(s) of decision at that particular tirne in their lives
(See Table 8.7). Recalling that persons were allowed to select more than one factor or
agent, these age-related data provide a more detailed description of the impact of the
various agents of decision upon people by gender at specific periods in their lives. The
influence of friends, ministers, and preaching and worship seem to span the full gamut of
age groups.

It is perhaps no surprise that younger people were influenced by their siblings,
teachers or Sunday School teachers. The predominance of the influence of the Bible and
Christian literature during predominately school age years reveals the impact of Christian
activities and para-church organizations on the secondary, college, and university
campuses. Neighbors and extended family members do not appear to have had a major
impact. This perhaps reveals a difference in cultures, or a weakness in the approaches
utilized by the churches in KL. Chinese people often do not get involved in the lives of
their neighbors, and family members are sometimes reluctant to interfere in family affairs
for fear of possible negative consequences. Evangelistic meetings appear to have had
little impact on attracting non-Christian Chinese to the faith.
The issue of allowing people the opportunity to experiment with Christianity prior
to making some formal commitment (belonging prior to believing) appears to be an
important aspect in the ongoing diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church
among the Chinese diaspora in KL.17 Most ofthe churches do not appear to pressure
people to make a decision, but rather allow them to form relationships in small groups,
which allow them an opportunity to observe Christians and Christianity in a non-
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threatening and low pressure environment. In fact, the opportunity to merely witness
another' s adoption can be an important source of information, not only enhancing
awareness of the innovation, but serving to provide the benefit of a vicarious trial use,
affording one the opportunity to further observe the consequences of adoption (Burt
1987: 1288).
The consistent findings related to the role of friends, both as agents of exposure
and agents of decision, perhaps reflects their role in providing needed reinforcement and
support for considering the adoption of an innovation viewed as having risks. 18 Younger
people in most cultures often turn to friends for advice and counsel, especially about
matters that they do not feel free to discuss in family circles. This provides further
support for the importance of social networks to the spread and continuance of an
innovation.

Conversion!Adoption Process
Although they could not always clearly articulate or delineate the steps or stages,
the vast majority of first-generation converts intuitively recognized that their conversion
had actually involved a series of encounters over time (in some instances several years)
with different agents of influence. 19 Out of the total of 76 participants in this study, 39
men or 95% ofthe males, and 32 women or 91% of the females viewed their conversion
experiences as involving a process. Only two men and three women held that their
conversion experience was largely instantaneous, that is not involving any kind of
process. In reality, there is no single process, no single cause of conversion, and no
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Numerous studies contend that conversion, even the crisis type, is a continuing
process involving stages of development rather than a single event. 21 Some contend that
conversion can and often does involve both a distinct crisis event and a continuous
process.

22

It may be helpful to think of conversion as involving directional movement (a

dynamic process) toward a center, Jesus Christ, rather than crossing over a boundaryexperiencing a distinct moment or the attainment of some idealized behavior (Johnson
and Malony 1982: 111 , 174; Hiebert 1978:24-29). The decision to adopt or even reject is
not the terminal stage; conversion is not the end, but rather a new beginning (Hiebert
1978:29; Sogaard 1986:179).
The interview schedule was not designed, (if in fact it would be possible to do so),
to identify the various stages or steps in the conversion process. A perusal of other
studies including conversion, religious experience, communication, marketing, and the
diffusion of innovations reveals a plethora of different models depicting the decisionmaking process. 23 It is certain that the adoption process is multi-stage or multi-faceted in
nature.24 However, there is a strong possibility that the type and order of stages are
specific to certain types of innovations, or that in some cases some of the phases do not
occur or that the time-order of the stages is changed.25 The sequence of such stages may
in fact be culturally influenced (Sogaard 1986:178). Each stage is perhaps also marked
by different resistance processes 26
An inductive reading of the conversion accounts of the first-generation Christians

related to this study does not appear to reveal any consistent pattern of steps or stages.
The elements of these stages are interactive and cumulative over time (Rambo 1993 :17;
Yang 1998:250). In fact, there often appears to be a fluctuation back and forth (even a
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spiraling effect) between stages--changes in knowledge and attitude, particularly at those
stages that might be described as interest, relevance, and evaluation. 27 In some instances
it appears that some of the stages are collapsed together, overlapped, skipped or missing
altogether. 28 People do not all appear to pass through these stages in an exorable way
(Zaltman and Duncan 1977:238).
The process begins with some exposure to Christianity through a variety of means
as noted in the section related to agents of initial exposure. However, it seems that
discussions related to exposure, awareness, and knowledge are often focusing upon
different issues. Numerous first-generation converts reported being exposed to
Christianity in elementary or secondary school (several attended mission-related schools
as children), but noted that these experience had little or no effect at that time. They were
aware of Christianity, but had insufficient knowledge of it to form a meaningful opinion
or any motivation to make a decision at that time. Some said that they did not understand
what they heard or observed.
It is important to note that "information constitutes a resource but not necessarily

a motivation for innovation" (Becker 1970:269). It is important to distinguish the initial
exposure from genuine awareness or real knowledge, at least in the sense that awareness
involves some actual knowledge of the meanings intended in the exposure. In fact,
knowledge may only be precipitated by actual involvement in some manner (Finney
1978:19-20). That is not to say however that early exposure is not an important factor,
even ifthat seed lies dormant or is not understood for many years.
However, knowledge alone is not what separates innovators from non-innovators
(Robertson 1966:41). It is perhaps helpful to distinguish between cognitive knowledge
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and affective knowledge-the later involving not just an awareness of an innovation but a
growing appreciation for it.

29

Rambo provides a model which incorporates four components: (I ) Relationships;
(2) Ritual; (3) Rhetoric; and (4) Roles. Following initial exposure, further contacts with
the Christian community, particularly within kinship or friendship networks, eventually
leads to greater awareness of the ideology and meanings associated with Christianity. As
this research has demonstrated, friendship networks are a significant factor in attracting
people to the Christian faith. The churches in this study have used small groups very
effectively as a means to impact persons within their members' familial and social
networks. In addition, the small groups appear to be central to the formation of other
relationships and emotional bonds which serve to provide support and reinforcement for
the adoption of Christianity and the validation of this new belief system (Rambo
1993 : 107-113).

These relationships further encourage persons to take advantage of opportunities
for both informal and formal involvement in the ritual associated with Christianity, thus
providing the potential adopter with additional information about Christianity through
personal participation in the activities associated with being Christian. By emphasizing
attendance, and more especially participation in small group activities, the churches in
this study provide potential adopters with many non-threatening opportunities to observe
and participate in church related rituals-opportunities to experiment with Christianity
without undue pressure to commit. Thus, the participation in church-related rituals
enables the person to learn and practice behaviors associated with being a Christian.
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Assuming these experiences are viewed positively, they serve as an additional source for
the validation of adopting Christianity (Rambo 1993:113-118).
Participation in the rituals also serves as a source of additional knowledge about
the rhetoric (including the language of metaphor and symbol associated with Christianity
as well) associated with the faith, thus providing the potential adopter with the means to
further evaluate actions, feelings (personal as well as others), and goals related to the
adoption of Christianity. Understanding the language associated with Christianity and
church-related activities playa central role in conversion (Rambo 1993 :118-121). The
churches in this study emphasize preaching and teaching which communicates the
Christian faith by using language familiar to potential adopters-avoiding the use of
"Christianese." In addition, the pastors, all of whom received positive affirmation for
their preaching, use illustrations which emphasize the practical aspects of the Christian
faith, thus demonstrating the positive benefits associated with being a Christian.
Furthermore, the small group activities, most of which take place in people' s homes,
enable potential members to learn the rhetoric of the Christian faith in a friendly and nonthreatening atmosphere. Potential adopters can observe how language is used, and even
seek clarification within these friendly social circles.
Such personal involvement further allows persons to observe, and even imitate the
roles involved in living out the Christian faith, prior to actual adoption. This serves to
enhance the internalization and adoption of beliefs and values congruent with the various
roles involved in being a Christian (Rambo 1993: 121-123). Again, small group activities
provide persons with opportunities to practice being a Christian through participating (as
they are ready) in such activities as reading the Bible or associated literature, praying in
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public, sharing personal needs with others, and ministering to the needs of others.
Furthermore, new attendees are encouraged to invite their non-Christian family members
and friends to attend the small group meetings.
The small group virtually fulfills all the functions typically associated with the
church-worship, fellowship, study, evangelism, ministry. Observing and imitating how
others behave in these small group meetings thus serves to lessen the fear of participating
in the more public activities associated with attending the worship services of the church.
Moreover, learning and participating in the behavioral roles associated with being a
Christian is yet another means of gaining information about and validation of the
expectations, values, and norms associated with the Christian faith (Rambo 1993:122).
The churches in this study encourage people to quickly become involved in the
life and ministry of the church through serving as greeters, parking attendants, and in
other non-threatening activities, where possible drawing upon the skills, gifts, and
interests of such persons. Several churches in this study allow, even encourage, nonChristians to participate in church activities such as music, creative arts, and sports prior
to conversion.
Additional knowledge affords one enough information to judge the "relevance" or
"legitimacy" of Christianity to their life and situation. However, conversion is not
strictly a cognitive process, but includes an affective dimension too (Sogaard 1996:5859). Legitimacy is related to whether the innovation is perceived to meet a need, solve a
problem, and to whether it receives support from others in one ' s social network (Becker
1970:268; Wuthnow 1978:18,23-24).
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Assuming that the individual determines that Christianity holds some relevance,
this study suggests that this precipitates further " interest" leading to some sort of
"experimentation" or "trial" with the innovation. The opportunity to experiment with
Christianity appears to be a key factor enhancing the possibility of adoption.
The churches in this study all utilize small groups of some manner. These small
groups provide a non-threatening environment for people to "window shop" the gospel,
to experiment with the Christian faith and the church (Hiebert and Meneses 1995:330331 ). These small groups afford individuals an opportunity to see the Christian
community in action, to hear personal testimonies and answers to prayers, to observe
Christian love in action, and to experience "belonging" and a sense of "community"
within the community of faith. The importance of belonging prior to believing, or
assimilation prior to commitment, is suggested by many studies. 3o By placing greater
emphasis upon participation or attendance vis-a-vis official church membership, the
churches in this study further allow people to experience the Christian community
without undue pressure to either convert or join.
Evaluation appears to occur at nearly every stage in the process. I suggest that
evaluation is an ongoing process, related to all the stages or steps in the decision process,
in addition to the possibility of being a distinct stage on its own. Evaluation certainly
becomes critical following the period of experimentation and just prior to the actual
adoption of the innovation, the Christian faith .
In contrast to the so-called "Engel Scale," the process does not seem to be linear
in the sense that it is uni-directional (Engel 1979:63-87: Engel and Norton 1975 :43-56).
It rather appears that the decision-making process is bi-directional, even reversible, and
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that typically people fluctuate back and forth between certain stages over time until they
find enough legitimacy and support within their social networks (personal relationships)
to make the decision for adoption of the innovation, in this instance a change of religious
allegiance. 31
In some instances, God intervened at a crucial stage, revealing himself in some
manner through a miracle of healing, a prophecy, an inner voice, a dream, or a vision.
The decision-making process does not appear to be strictly cognitive in nature, but
involves affective, volitional, behavioral, and spiritual dimensions. Another study cited
research indicating that sometimes, in an Asian context, affective and behavioral changes
often precede cognitive change (Sogaard 1993 :63-76; 1996:58-63). The conversion
stories of many of the first-generation converts in this study appear to confirm this view.
Following the decision to adopt, it would appear that there are further steps which
reduce the possibility of discontinuance or later rejection, and ensure continued adoption.
Informal and formal or public forms of confirmation such as the destruction of household
idols or removal ofthe "god shelf," baptism or church membership are sometimes
delayed for lengthy periods of time due to family or personal situations. This study
reveals that regular attendance at church, or more especially attendance at cell group
meetings, was a key both to the decision to adopt as well as to the continuance of the
decision to adopt.
This involvement within the community of faith appears to playa crucial role in
helping the converts to obtain an adequate knowledge foundation to their faith, and to
build new social networks which serve to reinforce their decision (McLaren 2002 :67). In
actual fact, it appears that knowledge often follows the emotional and attitudinal
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acceptance of the Christian faith, and sometimes even follows private and public
commitments.
These commitments are then followed by such important transition events as the
removal of idols or rites of passage such as public baptism and church membership.
However, it needs to be noted that such rites of passage are not adequate measures of the
actual time of acceptance of an innovation. Adoption often occurs much earlier than
public confirmation for Chinese converts.
Further, in most pentecostal and charismatic churches, converts are expected and
encouraged to pursue the baptism in the Holy Spirit, often with the accompanying sign of
speaking in tongues. Rightly or wrongly, this appears to often be perceived as the final
stage or mark of "maturation" among such groups.

Crisis Experiences and Conversion
Although the majority of the first-generation converts in this study viewed their
conversion as involving a process, 33 persons or 43% ofthe total number participating in
the study (16 of the men or 39% of the males, and 17 women or 49% of the females),
reported that their conversion experience also involved some sort of crisis as a
contributing factor in their conversion. 32 There are however some interesting differences
in the nature of the crises by gender (See Figure 8.3). The crises have many different
sources, and typically vary in intensity, duration, and scope (Rambo 1993:166).
The single largest crisis contributing to conversion was health issues, either
personal or of an immediate family member. Six men and two women reported a health
crisis as significantly related to their conversion. When faced with a serious illness for
which their traditional religious practices were ineffectual, people grasped at the
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possibility of healing included in the Christian message. Sometimes, their needs appear
to have been answered in a miraculous way .
One man recovered from secondary drowning, and a serious financial and marital
crisis, to begin his search after God. A Buddhist woman who had witnessed the incident
had prayed to God for him, and he believes God heard her prayer. She said that she knew
at the time that he would become a Christian. A Christian businessman befriended him,

and witnessed to him over a long period of time, eventually leading to his conversion.
Interestingly, he then witnessed to the Buddhist woman, and she too became a Christian.
Crises Contributing to Conversion
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Figure 8.3. Crises Contributing to Conversion by Gender.
Two brothers both became Christians following the deliverance of a sister-in-law
from demon possession, a problem that all other Chinese religionists had failed to cure.
And, this deliverance occurred through the intervention and prayers of a Chinese pastor
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from a traditional (non-charismatic) mainline denominational church. In fact, this event
led to the conversion of the entire family .
In one of the most dramatic and unusual experiences, a man, a pathologist, had a
near-death experience. He was in a comatose state following a heart attack. Another
physician and acquaintance spoke to him while he was comatose, telling him he needed
to reach out to Christ for salvation for he had little time left to live. This individual
reported that he was aware of all that was occurring around him, but also aware and
fearful of the place or state he was in at the time-a place of darkness or gloom. He
called out to God and asked for forgiveness. Within hours, he came out of the coma.
The attending physicians had already told his family there was little hope for his
recovery, and even if that occurred he would probably be in a vegetative state. Within a
very short time, he made a complete recovery and has returned to work as one of the
leading pathologists in Malaysia. This individual had been aware of Christianity for
some time as his wife was a practicing Christian who was praying for his salvation.
However, it took the medical crisis for him to make the decision, even while in a coma!
Not all stories are this dramatic, but they do demonstrate the relationship between healing
and answered prayer to the conversion of traditional Chinese to Christianity.
Crises involving parents or marital/family issues appear to be the leading crisis
event contributing to the conversion of the women in this study. Five women reported
problems with their parents, and four noted problems in their marriage or immediate
family, as contributing to their conversion. Problems related to parents typically involved
the absence of love, affection, or personal affirmation in the relationship with one or both
parents. Fathers were often described as distant and unable or unwilling to demonstrate
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affection, whereas mothers were often described as demanding or controlling. Marital
problems involved issues such as spousal unfaithfulness or abusiveness- physical,
verbal, or emotional. These problems caused the women to reach out for help and
comfort to others, often precipitating their conversion experience.
Financial problems were cited as a contributing factor more often by men than by
women~

though in a few instances financial problems were related to marital problems.

Other factors cited less often included difficulties with studies, a death in the immediate
family, and more.
While at first glance the issue of studies might seem strange to some readers, one
must understand the extreme pressure placed upon children or students to perform well in
school within the Chinese community. Obtaining a position in a good school or
university, or receiving a scholarship, is often viewed as the key (sometimes as the only
means) to upward mobility in this culture. It is not unusual to hear of children or college
students in Asian cultures committing suicide if they fail to do well on major exams or
fail to gain entrance to a good school. Although there are numerous issues impacting
religious conversion during adolescence, the stress associated with studies is most
certainly a factor among Chinese young people.
These facts reveal that conversion to Christianity among Chinese often involves a
crisis of some sort which serves as a contributing factor in the conversion process. This
33

phenomenon is noted consistently in literature related to religious conversion. Some
things which give rise to crises in one culture might not have the same effect in another
culture, or even at a different period in history within a given culture (Gration 1983:158).

280
Motivations for Conversion and Attributes of the Innovation
There are obviously a variety of factors related to the motivation to change
religious affiliation. There is the assumption that people make religious choices the same
way they make other choices, by weighing the advantages, improvement, fulfillment,
satisfaction, and benefits against the risks and costs (Rambo 1993:140; Stark and Finke
2000:85). These motives may vary at different times in a particular historical context
(Rambo 1993:12, 95). The impact of modernization, secularization, and urbanization has
made people more aware of the many options available, thus directly affecting the
motivations involved in religious conversion (Rambo 1993:29). Motivations to convert
are seldom simple or single, but are rather multiple, complex, interactive, cumulative, and
often quite malleable (Rambo 1993:65, 140).
There is the possibility that one or more of numerous fundamental desires are
involved as motivational factors in religious conversion (Reiss 2000a:222-241 ; 2000b:4752). Other cross-cultural studies have identified four primary types of motivations
involved in religious conversion including: (1) material motives-opportunities for
advancement in education, employment, or other material benefits; (2) social motivesprotection, help, desire for increased relatedness, the conversion of other family members
or close friends; (3) personal motives-interpersonal relationships with change agents,
conversion viewed as fashionable, or more modem and progressive; and (4) spiritual
motives-protection, salvation, escape from judgment. 34
The prevailing social and cultural structures (macro-context) also play an
important role in conditioning the individual's immediate social network (micro-context),
this serving to impact or affect one' s motives for conversion.35 Religious motives, like
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religious experiences, are not uni-dimensional (Gorlow and Schroeder 1968:241). Socioeconomic status is highly associated with the type of religious motivation. It has been
suggested that lower socio-economic status individuals and groups are associated with
God-oriented motivations, while higher socio-economic individuals and groups are
associated with motivations related to self-improvement, either intellectual or personal
(Gorlowand Schroeder 1968:250).
The diffusion of an innovation is held to be directly related to certain attributes of
the innovation itself,36 whereas it is commonly held that people are motivated to tum to
religion for a variety of reasons.37 Is there a direct relationship between these two issues?
This research was not designed to directly study this issue. However, the answer seems
fairly self-evident from participant observation of how the Christian message is normally
communicated to non-Christians in KL, and to issues related to their change of religious
allegiance. Certainly the attributes of the organization promoting the innovation, in this
instance the existing churches, contributed to the adoption of the innovation. This issue
is discussed at length in Chapter 7. The focus in this section is upon the attributes of
Christianity itself, noting how such attributes may facilitate or influence motivations to
convert.
There is an assortment of lists from a variety of fields of study of the attributes
which facilitate the adoption of an innovation. One of the most comprehensive lists of
these attributes is as follows : (1) economic advantage; (2) effectiveness; (3)
observability; (4) trialability; (5) complexity (I prefer simplicity); (6) compatibility; (7)
reliability; (8) divisibility; (9) applicability; (10) commutuality-complementary
relationship to other innovations; and (11) radicalness (Dearing and Meyer 1994:46).38
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In an earlier study, Rogers included a few additional factors including: (1) the
fulfillment of felt needs: (2) the immediacy of the benefit; (3) communicability; and (4)
availability as important attributes related to innovativeness (Rogers and Stanfield
1968:243). Yet another study adds the following: (1) impact on social relations; (2)
reversibility; and (3) risk/uncertainty (Zaltman and Duncan 1977:13-15). One study
argues that these attributes may mean different things for early and late adopters
(Lyytinen and Damsgaard 1998:7).
Discussions in Chapter 6 related to the impact of contextual issues notes the
relationship of several things which are related to a perceived "relative advantage" or
"effectiveness" of the adoption of Christianity. 39 While the identification of Christianity
with Western culture has largely been considered a negative factor in many Chinese
contexts, it has also served as an attractant to those desiring English education, upward
mobility and job placement (Paper 1999: 112-113).40 Further, Christianity may very well
be viewed by the Chinese as being better able to confront the threat from the dominant
Malay group and fundamentalist Islam.41
In addition, the churches in this study emphasize the benefits or positive
consequences associated with adoption of Christianity including such factors as a
restored relationship and intimacy with God, forgiveness of sin, the assurance of
salvation and the promise of heaven, healing, deliverance, material blessings, and more.
All of these factors can easily be construed as having relative advantage, particularly if
such issues are not addressed or provided by traditional Chinese religions. Furthermore,
the formation of new friendship and social networks, and belongingness within the
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community of faith, also are powerful benefits associated with becoming a Christian
(Rambo 1993 : 160-162).
"Observability" (visibility) and "'trialability" are particularly applicable to the
diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the church in KL. The church is made visible
to the non-Christian Chinese community in KL through a variety of means, including
small groups, mass evangelistic meetings, and special holiday celebrations utilizing
drama, dance, and music at Christmas and Easter. In addition, other public events such
as weddings, funerals, and baby dedications, and still other events such as the dedication
of new homes and businesses, provide churches further exposure within the surrounding
communities. Many KL churches also facilitate greater exposure through identification
with, and participation in, certain traditional aspects Chinese culture or festivals such as
Chinese New Year and the Lantern Festival. Many of the foregoing activities provide
non-Christians in KL with regular opportunities to observe and even experiment with
Christianity. The church needs to constantly look for opportunities for greater visibility
as well as occasions to provide non-Christians opportunities to experiment with the
faith.42
"Complexity," is typically found to be inversely or negatively related to the
adoption of an innovation- innovations perceived to be complex or difficult to
understand are typically not as readily adopted.43 J prefer to use the term " simplicity" as
it maintains positive continuity in the description of the attributes related to
innovativeness. Further, the use of the term "simplicity" is a helpful reminder to all
involved in the communication of the Christian message that we need to keep it simple
and understandable, using language and illustrations which facilitate understanding and
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provide insights into the applicability or usefulness of Christianity to resolve the real
issues faced by one ' s hearers. All of the pastors associated with the churches in this
study intentionally use language and illustrations which appeal to and address practical
issues of importance to the general population.
The attributes termed "compatibility," "commutuality," and "radicalness" (or the
difference from other existing innovations), are also helpful reminders that the Christian
message needs to be communicated in a way which is consistent with the past
experiences, values, practices, needs, and even beliefs of one' s audience.44 Furthermore,
the Christian advocate must also be careful to clearly communicate what is different
about Christianity. These factors are all related to the issue of contextualization. Insights
from Chapter 4 related to Chinese religion and culture need to be understood and utilized
where possible to enable non-Christian Chinese to see the many areas of commonality
between their traditional belief system and that of Christianity. The pastors of the
Chinese language congregations associated with this study are perhaps more cognizant of
this need than the pastors of the English congregations. There remains a need for more
intentional and creative attempts to identify Christianity with traditional Chinese culture.
This study demonstrates that there are many areas in which Christianity can be
presented as similar and complementary to traditional Chinese values, beliefs, and
practices. Non-confrontive approaches to evangelism and church planting, which build
upon the present belief and value systems of the Chinese people, will facilitate greater
receptivity to the Christian message. There is little or no place for denigrating traditional
Chinese beliefs and values. Greater effort needs to be taken to demonstrate the
compatibility of Christianity with Chinese religion and culture.
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The issues of "reliability" and "applicability" are addressed through such means
as personal testimonies, small group interactions, and other means that demonstrate the
consistency of Christian beliefs and practices. These issues along with "effectiveness"
might well be combined under the heading "relative advantage" (Dearing and Meyers
1994:46).
These issues are helpful reminders of the need to communicate the potential
advantages or benefits involved in the adoption of the Christian faith. There are dangers,
of course, in promising more than can be reasonably expected, so there is a need for
honesty and integrity in communicating the Christian message. Nearly every church
associated with this study is employing the use of small groups, utilizing public
testimonies, emphasizing healing and deliverance, and other means which enable nonChristians the opportunity to evaluate the reliability and applicability of Christianity to
their personal needs and lives.
The issue of "divisibility" focuses on the need for allowing incremental
implementation in the adoption process (Dearing and Meyers 1994:46; Rogers and
Stanfield 1968:243). This issue is directly related to "trialability" or the opportunity to
experiment with an innovation. It serves as a helpful reminder, however, of the need to
provide opportunities for people to try out the Christian faith in bite size chunks as
opposed to trying to push too hard and too fast for a decision to adopt. Again, the small
group activities playa central role in enabling people to experiment with Christianity in a
non-threatening environment.
The meeting offeIt needs (need-centered ministry) has long been associated with
the diffusion of Christianity, the growth of the church, and effective urban ministry.45
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Evangelization always takes place in the context of human needs (Dayton and Frazer
1990:116). One leading churchman suggests that the way to grow a church is to find a
hurt and heal it (Schuller 1974:4).
Chinese religions, like the majority of animistic religions, are utterly pragmatic.
Religious truths are perceived experientially (Paper 1999:113). The church needs to
address issues that are perceived to be needs in order for the message and the innovation
to be perceived as relevant in their own personal, social, and cultural situation (Dayton
and Frazer 1990: 118; Rambo 1993:42). The churches in this study have demonstrated a
commitment to a variety of needs-based ministries which further serve to provide
credibility for these churches as well as for the Christian faith.
Data associated with this study reveal a variety of crises which contributed to
conversion. The churches in KL need to evaluate their respective ministries to see if they
are providing answers to the issues, needs, and problems that non-Christian Chinese are
confronting.
This demands that those involved in the diffusion of Christianity and the growth
of the church be knowledgeable of their context and of the target people. This need is
amplified by the complexity of an urban context. 46 The differences between Chinesespeaking churches and English-speaking churches are related directly to the differing
needs of each community (Yang 1999:59-60). It is therefore essential to understand the
needs of the target community. Literature related to effective urban ministry emphasizes
the necessity of on-going research in the city.47 How else can one know what the needs
are, or devise appropriate strategies to meet those needs?
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The issue of "communicability" is related to whether the innovation lends itself to
being communicated effectively (Rogers and Stanfield 1968 :24 3). We do not have to
wait for receptivity but can communicate in a way which fosters it (Sogaard 1986:214).
The issue of communication, or communication methods, is at the heart of the diffusion
process.
Lim Cheng Ean, an Anglican bishop in Malaysia, notes that one of the
weaknesses of the Malaysian church (particularly the Chinese-speaking churches) is "the
lack of coherence and relevancy of the message" (1988:272). The church must avail
itself of every possible means to communicate the Christian message in ways that make it
understandable, applicable, interesting, and irresistible-with "stickiness" (Gladwell
2000:89-132). Never in the history of the world has the church had so many different
means to communicate the Christian faith. It must use them all as is appropriate and
possible. Several churches in this study are using creative means such as music, dance,
drama, computer technology, and Chinese cultural motifs to enhance the attractiveness of
the Christian message.
Data related to this study reveal the importance that preaching, and the Bible and
other Christian literature, served as agents of decision. This not only demonstrates the
"communicability" of the Christian message but confirms the central importance of
preaching and other means of communication noted in literature related to other church
48

growth studies among Chinese in Singapore and Taiwan.

"Availability" is another important issue for the successful diffusion of an
innovation (Rogers and Stanfield 1968:243). Are church leaders available and is the
church accessible to people when they need it? Non-Christian Chinese are accustomed to
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be able to go to temples to pray, otTer sacrifices, and seek assistance at virtually any time.
The church needs to consider ways in which it can make itself more accessible to people.
Some suggestions are made in Chapter 9 which may enable these churches to better
identifY with traditional Chinese culture and religion.
The "immediacy of benefiC is suggested as another attribute of an innovation
which affects adoption rates of an innovation (Rogers and Stanfield 1968:243). In some
instances, such as cases where healing or deliverance were involved, the benefit of
Christianity becomes immediately and powerfully apparent as some examples cited in
this research. The pentecostal and charismatic churches in this study have particularly
benefited by emphasizing healing, deliverance, and by addressing other needs or issues
where the benefits of adopting the Christian faith become readily revealed.
Issues related to "the impact on social relations" can and should be addressed by
the change agents/organizations involved in advocating for the adoption of an innovation.
By emphasizing the social aspects of Christianity, the formation of new social groups,
and the need to maintain relationships with and care for one' s family (including parents
and grandparents), the churches in this study have been able to lessen fears and perceived
negative consequences related to conversion to Christianity. This serves to enhance both
adoption and continuance of the adoption as well as the further diffusion of Christianity
among an individual's social networks.
As an organization the church needs to consciously and intentionally employ
methods and means to communicate and live out the Christian faith in ways which clearly
reveal these attributes of the innovation to potential adopters, thereby facilitating an
elenctic witness (Bavinck 1960:221-272). As congruence between a new religious faith
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and the existing macro- and micro-contextual factors becomes evident, people will be
more inclined to adopt the new faith (Rambo 1993 :37). The churches highlighted in the
case studies related to this research provide many examples of how this is being
effectively accomplished in KL.

Consequences of Faith Decision/Adoption
The decision to change one ' s religious allegiance to becoming a Christian
precipitates a variety of consequences, some anticipated and some unanticipated, some
desirable and some undesirable, some direct and some indirect. 49 Religious behaviors
and beliefs are the most normative consequences (Finney 1978: 19-20). Authentic
religious conversion should have a significant effect upon the life ofthe convert, but
some studies suggest this does not always occur. 50 Conversion, by nature, should impact
several dimensions of a convert's life including the affective, the intellectual, the ethical,
the religious, and the social/political. 51
The consequences reported by the first-generation converts interviewed are shown
in Figure 8.4 . The study revealed some interesting differences between genders. Of the
76 participants in the study, 12 women or 34% of the females, reported serious opposition
on the part of their immediate family members, especially mothers. Perhaps this is
because women are typically viewed as promoting religious faith practices in the home.
Four men also reported serious family opposition to their decision to become a Christian,
primarily because they were the eldest sons in the family and were thus expected to carry
on the traditional rites of honoring their ancestors.52
The gravity of the decision is revealed by the fact that filial piety is the single
most important feature of traditional Chinese religion and culture.

53

Sometimes,
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relationships with extended family and other members of one' s social network were also
affected by the decision to become a Christian. Such consequences might be viewed as
undesirable and indirect, and sometimes having unanticipated effects. This bears
testimony to the insight that the consequences of the adoption of an innovation are
sometimes determined or affected by the prevailing social structures in the area where the
innovation was introduced (Rogers 1995:436).
Consequences of Conversion
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Figure 8.4. Consequences of Conversion for First-Generation Converts by Gender.
The other consequences were more anticipated and positive in nature. The most
significant changes are related to personal behaviors, personal values or ethics, more
positive attitudes, and the experience of hope and peace. Furthermore, conversion
precipitated changes in how the converts related to their parents or immediate family
members, including their marital partners. In addition, a majority of the new converts
became deeply interested and involved in sharing a Christian witness, especially within
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their familial and social networks, some actually influencing relatives to become
Christians.
Literature related to the diffusion of innovations notes the lack of studies focusing
on the consequences of the adoption of innovations.54 The study of consequences is
complicated by the fact that they are difficult to measure, and by the reality that they
usually change over time (Rogers 1995:409, 411).
A comparison of this study' s findings with those from other conversion studies
reveals some interesting commonalities and differences. Several common themes
expressed in other conversion studies included: (1) a relationship with God; (2) an
intimacy and connection with God which was not there before; (3) a sense of feeling
loved; (4) relief from guilt; (5) liberation from the pain of past actions; (6) a sense of
mission and a reason for living; (7) membership and a sense of belonging to a new
community; (8) a new beginning in life; and (9) a new sense of the meaning and order to
one' s life (Rambo 1993:161-162).
The "Asbury Study" records the feelings and insights reported by persons during
their conversion experience, noting such issues (in the approximate order of importance)
as: (1) peace, contentment, relaxation; (2) relief, release, freedom; (3) joy, happiness,
excitement; (4) acceptance, love, belonging; (5) experience of God' s presence; (6)
cleansed, forgiven; (7) God and gospel are real ; and (8) assurance of salvation (Crandall
1999:125). The "Asbury Study" reported some differences related to age (Crandall
1999:99, 125).
The first-generation Chinese converts did not typically report issues related to
guilt, alienation, or forgiveness. Instead they primarily focused on behavioral, attitudinal,
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ethical, and social changes in their lives. This suggests important implications about how
the Christian message is framed and communicated among the Chinese. Instead of
focusing upon sin and the need for forgiveness (as is typical in Western approaches to
evangelism), it is perhaps far more productive to focus on the relational and practical
aspects and benefits of spiritual change.

Concluding Remarks
This study demonstrates that the adoption of an innovation, in this instance
conversion to Christianity, is a function of personal, social, cultural, economic and other
influences (Coughenour 1965:196; Strang and Soule 1998:276-279). One of the most
important contributions of literature related to the diffusion of innovations is the
emphasis upon the convergence model of communication. This model emphasizes the
fact that communication is not primarily linear in nature, but rather involves a complex
two-way process in which the participants create and share information with others
within their social networks in the process of achieving a state of understanding and
making a decision (Rogers 1995:5-6; Rogers and Kincaid 1981 :44,66,69). Individuals
tend to selectively expose themselves to new ideologies or innovations that are in
accordance with their existing attitudes, interests, or needs (Rogers 1995: 164; Sogaard
1986: 176). Though conversion occurs within, and is significantly impacted by the social
context, the individual convert generally plays an active rather than passive role in the
transformation process.55
It is essential to recognize that conversion is a multifaceted experience, and
always occurs in and is related to a multi-faceted and dynamic cultural context. Social
and cultural factors have often been neglected in the study of religious conversion (Lamb

293
and Bryant

1999:53 ~

Yang 1998:241). Communication and adoption (conversion)

processes are impacted by a variety of personal, cultural, historical, contextual, economic,
political, and religious issues.56 Together these make up the cultural social system and
serve to shape the nature of the communication exchanges, either facilitating or impeding
the diffusion of an innovation (in this instance religious conversion) within that particular
social system and cultural context.

57

Conversion (in context) may in fact touch the same element in different cultures
in very different ways; even touch different individuals within the same culture at
different points. We should thus expect to see a wide diversity in outward manifestations
of the conversion process and acts of commitment within and between cultures.58 Most
diffusion studies lack a cross-cultural perspective (Sogaard 1986: 194). This research
further demonstrates the necessity and value of focusing upon the total environment
provided by the social system and cultural context in addition to studying the decisionmaking unit. 59
This study has revealed that theories and principles related to the diffusion of
innovations can make a useful contribution to both facilitating and interpreting the
diffusion of Christianity and church growth among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL.
Further, this study reveals the compatibility of insights from the diffusion of innovations
with literatures related to church growth theory, conversion studies, and urban ministry.
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CHAPTER 9
Interpreting the Results- Summary and Conclusions
Following a brief summary and analysis of the primary research questions and
objectives related to this study, this chapter examines the contributions of theories and
principles related to the diffusion of innovations to an understanding of the diffusion of
Christianity and the growth of the churches in KL. This chapter also includes a brief
discussion of the theological and missiologicai implications suggested by this study.
Moreover, there is a brief discussion of areas requiring additional study as well as
specific challenges facing the KL area churches.

Restatement of the Problem
This study investigates how the Christian faith diffuses, how the church grows,
and how people, specifically urban Chinese in the Malaysian diaspora, become adopters
of Christianity.
Research Questions
The research addresses the following questions.
•

What are the characteristics of the Chinese innovators/adopters that are
choosing to adopt the innovation, namely to accept Christianity as their
religious faith?

•

What characteristics of the Christian faith (attributes of the innovation)
or of the church (organizational characteristics) are attracting or
influencing the innovators to adopt Christianity?

•

What change agents and/or opinion leaders are involved and what roles
do they have in influencing such religious innovation?

•

Does the adoption of Christianity involve a process marked by distinct
stages, steps or phases? If so, what are these steps or stages?
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•

What motivations are involved in their choice to publicly identify with the
Christian community?

•

What factors affect the different rates at which people adopt Christianity?

•

What are the consequences of adopting the Christian faith for these
persons?

The examination of first-generation converts in Chapter 8 provides valuable
insights into the characteristics of the Chinese people who have chosen to adopt
Christianity as their religion of choice in recent decades. This study reveals that the
majority of these first-generation converts came to faith prior to the age of 30, with a
significant percentage adopting Christianity during adolescence. These first-generation
converts scored fairly high on the socio-metric index, a measure related to occupational
and social status. Further, the majority had completed post-secondary studies, and
therefore scored fairly high on educational attainment. In addition, this group of firstgeneration converts scored high on cosmopolitanism, a measure related to their contact
with or exposure to the world outside of Malaysia.
However, as the majority of participants in this study are from English-language
churches, the conclusions are obviously biased toward English-speaking Chinese. There
remains a need for more extensive comparative studies with Christians from Chineselanguage churches. Furthermore, there is a need for studies among Chinese Christians
from various socio-economic levels as the majority of participants in this study were
largely representative of the middle class.
Historically, foreign missionaries and Chinese Christians from outside Malaysia
served as the primary change agents for the introduction of and ongoing diffusion of
Christianity in Malaysia, including KL. However, this study reveals that in recent
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decades it has been primarily local Chinese Christians, especially persons within an
individual 's social networks, most significantly friends and family members, who have
served as the primary agents leading to the adoption of Christianity (See Chapter 8). In
addition, the local churches have served as significant agencies of change through the
influence of church activities such as the worship service, cell groups, and ministries
related to meeting felt needs. Church leaders, particularly ministers and small-group
leaders, have served as change agents precipitating the ongoing diffusion of Christianity
and the growth and expansion of the church in KL. Chapter 7 describes in detail the
primary characteristics of, and key factors related to, the local churches which have
contributed to the further diffusion of Christianity and to the ongoing growth and
expansion of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL.
Within the local churches, a number of key persons fill the role of change agent.
These include the pastoral leaders who were often noted for their visionary leadership as
well as their teaching and preaching abilities. Further, the Malaysian church, as noted in
the examples of the churches included in the case studies associated with this research,
has effectively mobilized, trained, and unleashed the laity, enabling them to be important
change agents for communicating and modeling the Christian faith, particularly through
such means as the small groups widely used by churches in KL regardless of their
denominational or ecclesiological background.
In addition, para-church organizations have historically played, and continue to
play, a significant role in breaking down barriers to the Christian faith, providing nonChristians with exposure to the Christian faith, as well as effectively evangelizing nonChristians. Para-church groups have been especially influential among students at the
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secondary and tertiary levels as well as in impacting Chinese in the business community.
Furthennore, such groups have also played a significant role in discipling and training
Chinese converts, thus supplying opinion leaders who have further impacted the Chinese
community as well as provided leadership for many existing and newly fonned local
churches.
As research related to the diffusion of innovations and conversion studies have
consistently noted, this study of first-generation converts found that the vast majority of
conversion experiences involved a process, sometimes marked by some crisis event (See
Chapter 8). However, while this study revealed a process marked by various stages or
steps, it was not possible to isolate the number or order of such stages or steps. The
process obviously begins with some exposure to Christianity, but this often occurred
considerably prior to actual adoption. This study suggests that there is a need to
distinguish between awareness and knowledge of an innovation, and also the need to
consider the impact of affective knowledge versus merely focusing upon cognitive
knowledge of Christianity. Further, this study demonstrates the significance of a step or
stage related to the relevance and/or legitimacy of the innovation. During this stage the
potential convert examines the benefits or advantages of adopting the innovation. In
addition, during this stage the influence of the potential convert's social network serves to
either encourage or discourage adoption . It appears that evaluation occurs at every step
or stage of the conversion process, but may also serve as a separate step just prior to
adoption and later following some act of confinnation.
While people's motives for adopting Christianity are difficult to detennine or
measure, the study suggests a possible relationship between the characteristics of the
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innovation (the adoption of Christianity) and the characteristics of the change agency (the
local church or some component such as a cell group), and a range of motivations
involved in the decision to convert to Christianity (See Chapters 7 and 8). In addition to
the significance of the influence of Christians within one' s social or familial network,
other issues appear to be the local church' s ability to penetrate and influence a given
individual ' s social network, or to facilitate the development of alternative social
networks, especially through cell groups, which especially promote and sustain the
decision to adopt Christianity. Further, the local churches' intentional efforts to identify
and meet the felt needs of non-Christians, as well as to communicate or demonstrate the
benefits and advantages of adopting Christianity, appears to be a significant factor in the
ongoing diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church among the
urban Chinese diaspora in KL.
This study further confirms that the rate of adoption is related to such factors as
the characteristics of the innovation, the characteristics of the change agents (particularly
friends, family members, ministers, and small group leaders), and of change agencies
(local churches or components such as small groups). All ofthese factors greatly
influenced the decision to adopt as well as the rate of adoption-the time involved in the
process of adoption. Due to the small percentage of the total Chinese population
(between 10 to ] 5%) which has adopted Christianity, there was no attempt to use the Scurve as a means to analyze the rate of adoption.
Other significant issues included the practical demonstration of power and/or the
benefits associated with Christianity, such as physical healing, deliverance from demons,
answers to prayers, and other practical benefits associated with being a Christian-such
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as the fonnation of new friendships, the fellowship and caring community among small
group members, the meeting of felt needs, and more (See Chapters 7 and 8).
The study of the consequences of adopting Christianity by the first-generation
converts associated with this study revealed some significant differences between
Chinese Christians and those examined in other conversion studies (See Chapter 8). The
vast majority of Chinese converts did not discuss issues related to forgiveness, guilt, or
alienation. Some of the participants experienced serious opposition and conflict with
their families over their decision to adopt Christianity, most notably women with their
mothers. However, the majority of consequences reported related to behavioral, ethical ,
attitudinal , and social or relational changes in the personal lives of the first-generation
converts. (For a more detailed examination of the consequences reported, see Figure
8.4). There were differences related to gender on some of these issues.
Research Objectives
The first research objective was to detennine if the Christian faith has diffused
among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL in ways similar to how other innovations have
spread within a given population segment. The diffusion of Christianity among the urban
Chinese diaspora in KL demonstrates a number of similarities with the findings reported
in literature related to the diffusion of other kinds of innovations.
This research demonstrates the significance of contextual and social factors to the
diffusion of innovations (Rogers 1995 :23-28). Such contextual factors reflect the
collective and cumulative impact of historical, cultural, social, economic, and sociopolitical events and movements (See Chapter 6). This study reveals the importance of
pre-existing or prior conditions including the nonns of the social system, previous
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cultural and religious practices and beliefs, existing problems or felt needs within the
society or community, and the general innovativeness or willingness to experiment within
a given cultural group (See Chapters 4 and 5). Further, this study demonstrates the
central importance of other issues related to the potential adopter including socioeconomic characteristics, personality variables, and communication behaviors (Rogers
1995 :163).

This study demonstrates the central importance and role that an individual ' s social
networks play in the diffusion and adoption of an innovation (Rogers 1995 :23-28).
Chinese culture and society has long been characterized by the centrality and importance
offamilial and social relationships, marked by interconnecting webs of relationships--which are viewed as a commodity to be used to accomplish one' s desired ends. l These
existing relational networks provide a natural bridge through which the Christian
message can be communicated and the Christian faith diffused.
Further, this research reveals the significance of the role of change agents
(advocates) and change agencies involved in the effective diffusion of Christianity among
the urban Chinese diaspora in KL (See Chapters 7 and 8). Characteristics associated with
change agents in literature related to the diffusion of innovations appear to mesh wel1
with characteristics revealed in this research, as well as in studies in other disciplines
including conversion studies, church growth, and missiology.2
The second research objective was to determine if conversion to the Christian
faith can be substantial1y, though not entirely, equated to the adoption of an innovation as
typically defined in the literature of diffusion theory, and whether language related to
diffusion theory can help to explain religious conversion. This study revealed that
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principles, generalizations, theories, and language from literature related to the diffusion
of innovations are useful in interpreting the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and
expansion of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL. However, some
factors related to the diffusion of Christianity are unique in comparison to the diffusion of
other innovations. Religious conversion, or more specifically the adoption of Christianity
as one' s religious faith, must therefore be distinguished in some respects from the
adoption of other types of innovations.
The diffusion of Christianity, religious conversion, and the growth and expansion
of the church are held by Christians to be all ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit. 3
Although the Holy Spirit certainly does employ many means, including the use of human
change agents, as well as the ministries oflocal churches, in accomplishing His will and
work, there remains a supra-human dynamic that may not be as directly present in the
diffusion of other innovations. God' s own direct involvement in the conversion of
humanity, even among the Chinese, is evidenced by His presence and prevenient grace in
such factors as redemptive analogies--evidences (or traces) within cultural practices,
customs, traditions, or language which reveal or suggest a bridge to God or to some
biblical basis for initiating dialogue with persons within that particular cultural group.
Some argue that some traditional Chinese written characters are examples of such
4

redemptive analogies, thus providing an important means for Christian witness. Further,
this research noted examples of God's direct intervention through dreams, miracles, and
other supernatural events such as healings and deliverance from demonic possession.
Second, conversion (or the adoption of Christianity) involves a spiritual dynamic
not present in the diffusion or adoption of other innovations. There are certainly benefits
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or advantages to be experienced through the adoption of Christianity in a manner similar
to the adoption of other innovations. However, genuine conversion profoundly impacts
every dimension of an adopter's life including the behavioral, social, attitudinal, ethical,
and spiritual,S affecting the individual adopter' s life in ways not typical1y related to the
adoption of other innovations.
The third and final research objective was to determine if the growth ofthe
selected churches among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL could be analyzed by
methods used in studying how other innovations have diffused within societies, and
thereby discover if diffusion theory provides another paradigm to inform church growth
theory. Insights related to the diffusion of innovations were particularly useful in
interpreting the accounts of first-generation converts from the churches included in the
case studies (See Chapter 8). While religious conversion is different in nature from the
adoption of many other types of innovations, this study demonstrates that concepts
related to the diffusion of innovations complement and expand theories, principles, and
insights from other disciplines including church growth theory, conversion studies, and
urban ministry.
Literature related to the diffusion of innovations is particularly helpful in its
description of the adoption (innovation-decision) process, the attributes of innovations
which facilitate their adoption, the relationship between the attributes of innovators or
early adopters and innovativeness (the motivation to adopt an innovation), the central
importance of the role and nature of social networks in the diffusion process (literature
from urban anthropology is also particularly helpful on this issue), the nature and role of
change agents, and discussions related to the consequences of the adoption of an
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innovation. This study demonstrates the value of using concepts related to the diffusion
of innovations in developing strategies for further evangelism, church planting, and
church growth among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL, as well as other areas and
peoples.
Moreover, this study demonstrates that insights from conversion studies and
urban ministry complement church growth theory, as well as literature related to the
diffusion of innovations, when applied to religious conversion. Literature related to
church growth often focuses upon the attributes of the church which contribute to church
growth, whereas conversion studies provide useful insights into factors involved in
individual conversion experiences-which can, in turn, critique and inform the work of
churches. A better understanding of the dynamics involved in religious conversion is
certain to inform the effectiveness of efforts to facilitate the further diffusion of
Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church.
Furthermore, literature related to urban ministry calls attention to the unique
dynamics involved in effectively communicating the Christian message and growing the
church within complex urban environments, often representing many divergent and even
sometimes conflicting cultural groups and social segments within urban societies.
Literature related to church growth theory and conversion studies often overlook the
unique impact of the urban environment. This study provides insights into the dynamics
involved in effectively communicating the Christian faith and growing the church among
a specific urban population segment, thereby complementing and expanding existing
literature related to church growth theory and conversion studies.
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General Conclusions Regarding the Growth and Expansion of the Church in KL
This study reveals that the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion
of the church among Chinese people in the Malaysian diaspora has been fostered by a
range of historical, cultural, socio-political, economic, and religious factors, events or
movements. Significant issues that had an impact on church growth and evangelism
include: (1) colonialism and early Christian missions; (2) mission schools; (3) Chinese
immigration including the immigration of Chinese Christians; (4) Chinese evangelists
such as John Sung; (5) the Japanese Occupation and the Malayan Communist Party; (6)
the "Emergency" and the fonnation of many "New Villages"; (7) Malaysian
Independence in 1957 and the formation of various political parties along ethnic lines; (8)
the Race Riots in 1969; (9) resurgent Islam; (l 0) the Charismatic Renewal Movement;
and (11 ) the impact of other factors including para-church and inter-church organizations,
and more. These issues and their respective influences are explored in greater detail in
Chapter 6. It is important to see these factors, events, and movements as having a
collective and cumulative impact upon the openness or receptivity of Chinese people in
Malaysia to Christianity, and the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion
of the church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL.
In addition, the foregoing issues have also influenced efforts of the Chinese
people in Malaysia to maintain their unique sense of identity as a minority group in a
context which has often been viewed as hostile socially, economically, politically, and
religiously. This has helped to create a greater receptivity to Christianity. This
receptivity has been further enhanced by the significant influence of English language

309
education and Western culture upon a large segment of the Chinese people, particularly
the urban Chinese.
Furthermore, the conversion of other segments of the Chinese diaspora in
different areas of the world has also played a role in lessening opposition to Christianity
among Chinese in general. There is a growing acceptance of Christianity and an
acknowledgment that one can be both Chinese and Christian within the larger Chinese
community. These and other related issues are explored in Chapter 5.
However, in recent decades (largely from 1960 to the present), the impetus for the
further diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion ofthe church has come
largely from the local Chinese Christians and existing local churches. Christians within
the non-Christian' s social and familial networks served as the primary agents of change
facilitating both exposure to and the adoption of Christianity. The local churches and
church members have also served as important change agencies fostering further church
growth and expansion. The primary factors involved in or employed by the local
churches include the impact of the charismatic movement, the utilization of small groups,
the formation of multiple congregations and satellite churches, the reliance upon the laity
as the primary advocates for and communicators of the Christian faith, an emphasis upon
meeting the real and felt needs of others, and more issues explored in Chapter 7.

Theological Implications
This study reveals the need for evangelical Protestant churches to revise, or
formulate more adequately their doctrine of human nature. Protestants could learn much
from the traditional views of the Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and the historic Celtic
communities, which take a more positive view of humanity as still reflecting the image of
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God, albeit marred by sin.6 Further, the Wesleyan doctrine of prevenient grace, which
places emphasis upon God' s unending effort to reconcile the created world to himself, to
fully restore the distorted image of God in fallen man, is also useful in formulating a new
or revised theology of creation (Lee 1991 : 14). It is perhaps not so much the need to
abandon traditional Christian beliefs as it is to change prevailing attitudes within the
Christian community towards non-Christians and their religious and cultural practices.
A more positive and less judgmental approach to humanity would mesh well with
Confucian and Taoist thought which is quite humanistic in nature, and could pave the
way for the discernment of ways to relate the Christian faith to many of the beliefs and
practices in the traditional Chinese religions. Chapter 4 suggests several possibilities for
bridging the gap between Christianity and traditional Chinese culture and religion.
Such efforts could be further enhanced by emphasizing more relational
approaches to evangelism among non-Christian Chinese vis-a.-vis the confrontational
approaches typically employed by Western churches. There is a related need for new
thinking in relation to a theology of sin and conversion. Western concepts have
precipitated attitudes and approaches which emphasize the sinfulness of humankind more
than the love and grace of God. There is a need for a new translation of the Chinese
Bible, especially in relation to certain terminology such as the concept of sin. The
traditional word employed in Chinese for the biblical concept of sin literally translates to
commit a crime. This is particularly offensive to the Chinese, and certainly not the best
place to begin an evangelistic witness. By utilizing Chinese cultural ideals as a basis for
determining an appropriate concept of sin within Chinese culture, churches might create a
more elenctic witness.7 Evangelistic approaches which emphasize the love of God for all
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humanity, the reality ofa broken relationship between God and humanity, and the story
of God' s efforts to restore this relationship are proving far more acceptable and fruitful.
The foregoing issues are directly related to, and should affect the attitudes of the
Christian community, toward people of other faiths. There is a real need for preaching
and evangelistic approaches to take a more positive view of other religions, seeking to
find bridges through which to communicate the Christian message versus denigrating
these other faiths as well as the followers of these faiths . God has not left himself
without witness in any cultural group (Acts 14.17), and the Holy Spirit remains actively
involved in the midst of non-Christian peoples and cultures (Richardson 1981).
The study confinns the value of approaches to evangelism and church planting
which emphasize the mobilization, empowennent, and use of the laity, including the
exercise of their spiritual gifts. Other key components revealed from this study of
growing churches in KL include the significance of small groups, and the employment of
evangelistic methods which focus upon the social networks of existing and new
Christians. The focus upon social networks is especially significant as Chinese culture
and people have long been identified by their intricate webs ofreiationships,8 thus
providing the church with a natural means through which to demonstrate the relevancy of
the Christian faith and to share a Christian witness.
This study clearly reveals the positive impact which the charismatic movement
has had in KL, even upon churches which remain non-charismatic in tenns oftheir
theological or doctrinal foundations .9 However, there is a need for an ongoing dialogue
between the various Christian communities in KL. Pentecostal and charismatic churches,
which have typically emphasized the work of the Spirit, the role and importance of
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spiritual gifts, and the experiential elements of the Christian experience, sometimes
appear to lack strong biblical and theological foundations for their practices and beliefs.

On the other hand, some evangelical churches have a strong biblical foundation but need
to be more open to the experiential dimensions of the Christian experience, and to the
person and work of the Holy Spirit. As a leading pentecostal theologian has stated, "The
Word alone will make you dry up, the Spirit alone will make you blow up, the Word and
the Spirit together will make you grow up" (Donald Gee in Kuzmic 1986:74).
There is a need for much of the existing church to rethink or reformulate its
doctrine of the church and its theology of community. The cell church (some might even
use the term house church) or meta-church models employed by the churches associated
with this study demonstrate one attempt to rethink the biblical concept of Christian
community. The small groups provide non-Christians with an opportunity to explore and
experiment with the Christian faith without having to make some formal commitment, to
experience koinonia of the Spirit and genuine Christian community, to belong prior to
· . 10
b e1levmg.
This research reveals the value of using multiple congregations to address the
unique cultures and needs among the many different ethnic and linguistic groups, as well
as the different socio-economic and age groups in KL society. These multiple
congregations represent a constructive response to issues addressed by the homogenous
unit principle discussed in literature related to church growth theory. 11

Missiological Implications
This study, particularly in Chapters 4 and 7, suggests a number of important
missiological principles related to the diffusion of Christianity and the growth of the
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church among the urban Chinese diaspora in KL. This study reveals the value and
importance of cultural knowledge to the task of communicating the Christian faith to
non-Christian Chinese. Such cultural and religious knowledge is necessary to
comprehend the worldview and value systems of the various segments of non-Christian
Chinese, and essential in formulating strategies, and in communicating the Christian faith
effectively, to each of these segments of the Chinese population. Some leaders within the
existing Chinese Christian community are sadly lacking in knowledge or badly informed
in regards to their own cultural traditions and heritage, as well as the unique subcultures
within the urban Chinese population.
The study clearly reveals the positive impact that indigenous leadership can have
upon the diffusion of Christianity and the growth and expansion of the church. The most
rapid expansion of the church in KL has occurred under indigenous leadership. This
study further reveals the direct relationship of lay mobilization and involvement to the
expansion of the church (See especially Chapters 7 and 8).
And, although attempts at creating and employing indigenous forms including
music, rites of passage, and ways of participating in traditional Chinese festivals have
proven fruitful, the churches in KL could perhaps benefit by doing more serious
reflection and experimentation for advancing contextualized Christianity among the
Chinese people-exploring ways to indigenize the forms employed by the church in
expressing the Christian faith in ways which complement or address needs within the
traditional Chinese community (Hwa 1992:286-292).
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Suggested Areas for Additional Study
Since this study was over-represented by English-language churches, there
remains a need for additional studies of Chinese-language churches, as well as studies
among other ethnic and linguistic groups such as the Tamils and East Malaysian tribal
groups. There is a need for more in-depth comparative studies between English-language
Chinese churches and Chinese-language churches.
Although this study does not appear to reveal any noteworthy differences between
mainline, evangelical, or charismatic/pentecostal churches in regards to major factors
contributing to the growth and expansion of churches in KL, there remains a need for
more extensive comparative studies between the various components ofthe Christian
community including denominational and independent churches, as well as with other
segments of the existing Christian community such as the Roman Catholic churches.
There is a need for comparative church growth studies in other major cities in
Malaysia such as Penang, Ipoh, and Johor Bahru. Further, it would be useful to examine
growing churches in smaller communities or rural areas, comparing the results with those
of growing churches in the major cities. In addition, there is a need for studies of
churches which are plateaued or in decline. A comparative study between growing
churches and those stalemated or in decline might reveal valuable information which
could be used to resolve problems and to facilitate further growth.
Considering that the existing church is largely middle class, there is a need for
additional studies related to how persons from different socio-economic levels become
aware of and utilize information related to Christianity in the process of adopting it as
their religious faith, particularly the poor and the marginalized. Further, there is a need
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for additional studies related to how the wealthy become adopters of Christianity as well
as what churches are doing to efTectively reach the affluent members of the Chinese
community.
There is a need for further study related to how local churches function as change
agents for the diffusion of Christianity and the ongoing growth and expansion of the
church. Most literature related to change agents focuses on the role and influence of
individual change agents or opinion leaders versus examining how the church as an
organization, or some component within the church such as the small group, functions to
precipitate change or the adoption of Christianity. 12
Furthennore, there is a need to pursue studies on what people do that moves them
toward adoption of Christianity-how converts or adopters function as their own change
agents in the process of adopting Christianity. 13 How are actions of such individuals
related to the functions and roles of the local church and/or other change agents or
opinion leaders?

Specific Challenges to KL Area Churches
This study notes a few areas where the existing churches in KL need to seriously
examine their present involvements. Very few churches are meaningfully seeking to
communicate the gospel among the urban poor. Only a few churches, such as the FGA,
have demonstrated a commitment to the poor, and a willingness to assist and partner with
other churches interested in pursuing this much neglected ministry. The vast majority of
existing churches are overwhelmingly middle class or above. This clearly reveals the
need for churches to take more seriously the task of devising effective strategies and
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beginning new efforts to target the working and lower classes of Chinese within KL,
particularly the Chinese-educated community.
There is a need for both the existing English-speaking and Chinese-speaking
churches to take more seriously the need to contextualize the way Christianity is shared
with the non-Christian community (Hiebert 1985 :171-192; Hwa 1992:286-292). There
remains a need for church leaders to obtain a greater understanding of traditional Chinese
culture and religion, and an appreciation of those that practice it. This will ensure that the
Christian message (preaching and all other means of communication) and activities ofthe
church address felt needs within the non-Christian community as well as positively
portray the advantages or benefits to be gained through the adoption of Christianity.
This research strongly suggests the need for the church to emphasize the pragmatic
benefits of the adoption of the Christian faith to the non-Christian Chinese community.
There is a need for the Christian church to develop additional rites of passage
through which the Christian faith might be demonstrated to harmonize with many values
with traditional Chinese culture. Although many churches are making an effort to
identifY with traditional Chinese culture through participating in various festivals, there
remains a need to go even farther in seeking to develop ways in which Christians can
demonstrate that the Christian faith need not be totally contradictory to, or in opposition
to, many values and practices cherished by the traditional Chinese community (See
Chapter 4).
There is a need within some churches to reexamine their attitudes and practices
related to the importance of preaching and the worship service. Many churches utilize a
rotation system for speakers/preachers. This often results in church members not
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receiving an adequate and systematic examination of the Bible as well as the important
tenets of the Christian faith . This research reveals that the pastoral leaders of most
growing churches take their responsibility to preach in their own churches seriously, not
abdicating their pulpits to others on a frequent basis. Further, many churches need to
reexamine the nature of their worship services, seeking to provide an atmosphere which
enables people to experience the awesome presence of God vis-a-vis just being
entertained.
There is a need for leaders in interchurch, para-church, and denominational
organizations as well as the local churches to commit more time and effort to research.
Too few leaders make a serious effort to understand the wider contextual issues affecting
the church, choosing rather to focus primarily on their own church versus the broader
community.
Further, there is a need for churches to implement better methods for record
keeping (Chan 1992:358-359). This study suggests the real contribution that such
records can provide toward better understanding the dynamics involved in growing
churches. Without adequate and accurate documentation, it is not possible for a church
or denominational leader to really know whether one' s efforts are effective. Quality
research and records enable a church or denomination to do periodic evaluation to assess
their plans, goals, and efforts to advance the kingdom of God.
There is a need for greater cooperation between churches, denominations, and
para-church groups for ministry in the city. This requires vision-sharing and missioncasting among key leaders and organizations, the formation of city leadership teams
representing the multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, multi-denominational, multi-generational,
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and multi-gender makeup of each specific urban society, and the mobilization of the
entire worldwide Christian community. 14
This is particularly needed in such areas as researching the city, and in identifying
and addressing needs within the metropolitan community. Furthermore, such cooperation
would greatly aid in identifying locations and developing strategies for specific areas
where there is a need for additional churches. Networking and partnering together would
thus enhance efforts to plant new churches or to facilitate growth in existing churches
among the poor, the marginalized, and other unreached ethnic and socio-economic
segments of the urban population (Linthicum 1992: 111-124; 1997: 164-181). The
existing church in KL has everything it needs to reach the remainder of the city, but the
Christian community must have the will to work together in order for these resources to
be utilized effectively in reaching the city for Christ (Dennison 1999:226).

Concluding Remarks
It is variously estimated that approximately 10% to 15% of the Chinese population

residing in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area are Christians. What will it take for
Christianity to be diffused among the remaining 85-90% of the Chinese population? A
small percentage (perhaps 10% but growing) of this unreached population segment is
secularised, having little or no expressed interest in religion. This social segment includes
persons from both English-educated and Chinese-educated backgrounds, typically welleducated, middle class or above. There is some evidence to suggest that this secular
population segment may in fact be more receptive to a Christian witness than initial
appearances might suggest (Stark 1996: 19, 37-38). So, there must be a concerted effort to
identify persons in this population segment and devise approaches to understand their needs,
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to identifY and penetrate their social networks, and to build relationships with them, thus
creating opportunities to share a Christian witness.
However, the vast majority of the non-Christian Chinese community are workingclass Chinese-speaking persons who practice some form of Chinese religion. The existing
Protestant churches are largely middle-class or above. While there is a significant Chinesespeaking Christian community, yet the largest portion of Chinese Christians are Englishspeaking. While most English-speaking Chinese speak some dialect of Chinese, as well as
the Malay language, many cannot read the Chinese language. While there are certainly
areas of similarity between the different population segments of Chinese, the worldview of
the English-speaking Chinese community is very different from that of the majority
Chinese-speaking community. It is this predominately working class and Chinese educated
(Chinese-speaking whose heart language is some form of Chinese) that remain to be
touched effectively by the Christian message. For them Chinese religion is bound to their
traditional cultural identity and worldview.
Therefore the existing churches must seek ways to understand and identifY with the
non-Christian Chinese community. Churches need to further explore the use of several
different approaches including accommodation, reinterpretation, displacement, substitution,
fulfilment, and innovation in addressing the development of Christian responses toward the
veneration of ancestors. Such approaches employ such techniques as functional substitutes
to replace the social functions of ancestor worship, or an emphasis upon the socio-ethical
motives of ancestor worship which allows converts to participate in the majority of
traditional practices. 15 This could include the establishment of Christian family altars, or the
use of pictures to honor the memory of departed loved ones (Feng 1968: 11).
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The Christian witness must speak to the felt needs of the Chinese people--perhaps
take a more pragmatic or practical approach to addressing issues which are of concern to the
average Chinese today, 16 through emphasizing holistic ministries which do not overlook the
so-called "excluded middle" (Hiebert 1994:189-201 ; Tjandra 1988:35-36,120).
Since there is an animistic base to Chinese religious beliefs and practices, Christian
evangelistic efforts should emphasize the person, presence, power, and provision of the
Holy Spirit There is a need for some evangelicals to reconsider their attitude toward such
topics as physical healing, dreams, visions, the demonic, etc., and to emphasize the
importance of spiritual gifts such as prophecy, knowledge, discernment, exorcism, healing,
and the use of power encounter. The pentecostal and charismatic churches included in this
study are growing in part because they emphasize the practical benefits of an experiential
approach to faith and exercise the gifts of the Spirit to minister to practical needs of people.
The diffusion of Christianity can be ew.anced by building upon and incorporating
Confucian ethical principles in developing thought forms and in addressing the needs of the
ethically oriented Chinese population. 17 Confucius was convinced of the importance of
learning from and emulating the wisdom of the past (Fung 1948: 158). Chinese have a rich
legacy of wisdom type literature and the church should seek to draw on this literature in
relating the biblical message to the Chinese people. Such an approach would serve to lessen
the "foreign" nature so frequently noted of Christianity.
Christianity can be offered as a more sound ethical structure for attaining Confucian
ideals (Lam 1983 :74). The Confucian emphasis on the importance of harmony in social
relationships provides the Christian witness with an important cultural basis and framework
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for evangelism and for building and promoting Christian fellowship and caring ministries
within the church and community.
This study. particularly Chapter 4, suggests the following additional possibilities for
consideration, especially tor outreach to the traditional non-Christian Chinese community:
(1) churches could be open (in a manner similar to traditional Chinese temples) for people to
drop in and pray and worship; (2) churches should consider developing indigenous worship
styles and rituals for blessings and important rites of passage such as the full month
celebration following the birth of a child; (3) churches should emphasize the role of the laity
and the importance oflocal indigenous leadership, control, and support; (4) churches should
emphasize the importance of personal devotions and worship, family altars, and a strong
concept of family; (5) churches should emphasize the use of smal I groups, celt groups and
home fellowships; and (6) churches should participate in some of the traditional Chinese
festivals, while adapting others for Christian use, being careful to develop functional
substitutes where possible while not speaking negatively about such traditional practices; (7)
the church could use quotations from recognized Chinese classics to demonstrate the
compatibility of Christian thought with that of traditional Chinese scholars where possible;
(8) churches could employ the use of traditional musical instruments and music, and also
use Chinese style architecture and Chinese art forms (Feng 1968:8, 19). It is important to
consider that becoming Chri stian does not need to threaten or destroy, but can rather fulfill
Chinese identity (Stone 1996; Tan 2000:309).
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Appendix A
Interview Guide for Key Church Leaders
Church Growth Factors-Kuala Lumpur/Klang Valley

(1) Historical Factors
a. Colonialism
b. Missionary Influence
c. Immigration Patterns
d. Political Factors
e. Influence of Para-church Organizations
(2) Contextual Factors
a. UrbanizationlUrbanism
b. Modernization/Development
c. Pluralistic Culture
d. Islamic Context
e. Political Factors
(3) Cultural Factors
a. Influence of Western CulturelEducation
b. Chinese Tradition & Culture
c. Language Medium
(4) Physical Factors
a. Physical FaciIitieslParking
b. Location
(5) LeadershiplPhilosophy of Leadership
a. Authoritative leadership
b. Visionary leadership
c. Role of laity!Mobilization of laity
d. Role of Research; Planning & Strategy
(6) Involvement/Commitment to Mission and Evangelism
a. Social ministry( ies) as a means to evangelism
b. Missions (in-country & beyond)
c. Church planting
(7) InstitutionallDenominational Factors
(8) Spiritual Factors
a. Holy Spirit
b. Intercessory Prayer
c. Spiritual Warfare
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Important Issues/Questions

(1) List 15 of the fastest growing or most vital churches in the Klang Valley Area.
(2) List key churchldenominationalleaders in the Klang Valley Area.
(3) List key issues which need to be addressed in any study. For example
a. Comparison of English-language and Chinese-language congregations
b. Comparison of charismatic and traditional congregations
c. Comparison by type of church structure-Cell Church, Traditional, Satellite, etc.
d. Worship styles
e. Involvement in missions and evangelism
f. Involvement in social ministry(ies)
g. Networking & partnering for ministry (CooperationiUnityI?Ecumenism)
h. Role of intercessory prayer
I.
Leadership style
J. Multi-lingual congregations
k. Multi-ethnic congregations
l. Multiple use of facilities
m. Church facilities/parking
n. Church government/polity
o. Impact of Islamic context
p. Measurement of principles related to Church Growth Movement
(4) Key Problems or Needs which Church must address.
a. Restricted access to land/buildings
b. Lack of trained leadership--theological education
c. Need for unity and cooperation between churches/denominations
d. Issues of justice and peace
e. Reconciliation between ethnic groups
(5) Primary Challenges to Continued Church Growth
a. Lack of commitment to intercessory prayer
b. Government regulation of churches
c. Language medium (Use of Bahasa Malaysia)
d. Islamic context
e. Minority status
f. Pluralistic context
g. Economic factors
h. Materialism
1.
Modernization, Urbanization, Globalization
J. Nominalism
k. Ethnic tensions/rivalries
l. Resurgent Islam
m. Resurgence of other rei igions or cults
n. Deterioration of religious rights and freedoms
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(6) Present Opportunities
a. Ministry to b'Towing international community
b. Ministry to foreign migrants (Filipinos, Indonesians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis)
c. Ministry to specific ethnic and linguistic groups such as Iban, Hokkien, Hakka ...
d. Ministry to Orang Asli
e. Development of Bahasa language congregations
f. Social ministry(ies) to meet real and felt needs
g. Ministry to youth
h. Ministry to aged
1.
Ministry to poor
J. Ministry to elite/upper class
k. Involvement in issues of justice and peace
1. Development of contextual approaches to ministry

Other Issues
Directory of para-church organizations and description of primary related ministries
List of key para-church leaders
Directory ofNon-Govemmental Organizations (NGOs) and description of services
List of key NGO leaders
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Appendix B
List of Key Church and Denominational Leaders Interviewed
The following is a partial list of key leaders interviewed:
1. Rev. Wong Kim Kong, Secretary-General of the National Evangelical

Christian Fellowship (NECF), the major inter-church organization for
evangelical, independent, non-denominational, charismatic and pentecostal
churches in Malaysia.
2. Rev. Dr. Herrnen Shastri, General Secretary, the Council of Churches of
Malaysia (CCM), represents mainline churches.
3. Dr. Koh Eng Kiat and Mr. Ang Chui Lai, the founding elders of the Full
Gospel Assembly (FGA), the largest church in Malaysia.
4. Fr. Lawrence Andrew, St. Francis Xavier Roman Catholic Church.
5. Rev. Dr. Hwa Yung, (then) Principal of the Seminari Theoloji Malaysia, the
seminary linked to the mainline churches in Malaysia.
6. Rev. Dr. Tan Kim Sai, Principal, the Malaysia Bible Seminary, the leading
non-denomination seminary in Malaysia.
7. Rev. Dr. Tan Kang San, Home Director, Overseas Missionary Fellowship
(OMF ), Malaysia, and a member of the Evangelical Free Church.
8. Dr. Ng Kam Weng, Director, the Kairos Research Centre, a major Christian
research center in Malaysia.
9. Rev. Dr. Vincent Leoh, General Superintendent, the Assemblies of God in
Malaysia, and Pastor, Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church.
10. Rev. Ong Sek Leang, Assistant General Superintendent, the Assemblies of
God in Malaysia, and Pastor, Metro Tabernacle.
II . Rev. Hwa Chien (now deceased), President, Trinity Annual Conference
(TRAC), the Methodist Church (English) in Malaysia.
12. Rev. John Kok, Senior Pastor, Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church.
13. Rev. Yeo Teong Loke, Senior Pastor, Klang Chinese Methodist Church, the
largest church in the Chinese Annual Conference (CAC).
14. Rt. Rev. Gideon Chang, Bishop, the Lutheran Church in Malaysia and
Singapore.
15. Mr. Daniel Ho, Pastor of Damansara Utama Methodist Church.
16. Dr. Lee Kam Hing, Research Editor, the Star (Newspaper), Star
Publications, and well known writer and an influential member of the
Brethren Church.
17. Mr. Lee Chee Loi , Executive Director, Malaysian Care.
18. Pastor Ann Low, NECF Prayer Coordinator.
19. Mr. Eric Cheah, (formerly) Mission' s Coordinator, TRAC (Methodists)
20. Mr. Beram Kumar, Executive Director, S.T.A.M.P (Missions)
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Appendix C
Interview Schedule-first-Generation Converts
General Information
1. Date of Interview
2. Location of Interview
3. Language Used
4. Tape Recorded (YESINO)
Personal Information [Issue: Characteristics of the Innovator1
1. Informant's Name
2. Contact Information: Phone; Fax; E-mail
3. AgelBirth Date & Birthplace
4. Gender
5. Marital Status
6. Highest Educational Level (Location if outside of Malaysia)
7. Educational Medium (Language): Primary School; Secondary School;

CollegelUniversity
8. EthnicitylDialect Group (Cite if Parents are Different)
9. Language(s) of Preference
to. Other Languages Spoken/Understood

11 . Occupation
12. Current Address
13. Date of Conversion
14. Age at Conversion
15. LocationlDenomination at Conversion
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16. Date of Baptism
17. Present Church Membership/Place of Attendance
18. Current Ministry Involvement (RoleslPositions)
19. Previous Religion/Religious Involvement (Cite if Different from Parents)
20. Visits to Other Countries (When, Where, For What Reasons?)
21 . Contacts with Persons Living in Other Countries (Who, Where, How Often,
Relation to You?)
Interview Questions [Use as much space as needed to answer]
1. How and from whom (Can be several persons, organizations, etc.) did you first
LEARN ABOUT Christianity? [Issue: Change Agents/Opinion Leaders]
Please answer this question first, then the follow-up questions.
a. What were these person(s) LIKE for you? (use adjectives to describe
these persons).
b. What did they SAY that made a difference? (Message/s)
c. What did they DO that helped you to find your way? (Behaviors/Actions)
d. How did they make you FEEL?
2. Who or what had the most significant influence upon your DECISION to become
a Christian? And why? [Issue: Change Agents/Opinion Leaders]. Please
answer this question first, then the follow-up questions.
a. What is your understanding of religious conversion? [Issue:
Characteristics of the Innovation]
b. Were there Distinct Steps or Stages Involved in the Conversion Process?
[Issue: Decision Process]. If Yes, describe these steps/stages:
3. Describe what was happening in your life (or your family ' s life) at the time of
your conversion. [Issue: Contributing Factors Involved in the Adoption of an
Innovation]. Please answer this question first, then the follow-up question.
a. Were there any significant events or crises occurring in your life or your
family at that time? If so, what, and what role did they play?
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4. Explain why you chose and are presently involved in the life of this particular
church (rather than some other church)? [Issue: Characteristics of the Church].
Please answer this question first, then the follow-up questions.
a. What characteristics of this church attracted you?
b. What person(s), groups(s), and/or ministry(ies) helped you along the way?
In what ways did these help you to find the life of faith?
c. What could the church do to reach a lot more people like you?
5.

What differences has your decision to become a Christian and a member of the
church made in your personal life? [Issue: Consequences of the Adoption of the
Innovation]. Discuss both positive and negative aspects- benefits/advantages
and disadvantages. Please answer this question first, then the follow-up
questions.
a. How has your decision impacted the following dimensions of your life:
affective (emotional); intellectual ; ethical; social; religious?
b. How do you now relate to relatives/extended family members who are not
yet Christians?
c. How do you now relate differently to friends and other people who are not
yet fo]]owers of Christ?
d. Which of your political and economic views have changed since you
became a child of the Kingdom?

6. What factors do you think are involved in the decision of a Chinese person to
change from another religion to Christianity? [Issue: Cultural and Contextual
Factors).
7. Why do you think some churches are growing while others are not? [Issue:
Church Growth Factors/Barriers]. List several factors :
Other Notes & Reactions
Is there any thing else you would like to share with me?
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Appendix D
Interview Schedule- Church Pastoral Staff and Key Lay Leaders

Suggested Guidelines:
A. Obtain Pertinent Church Growth Data for Years 1990-2000 (See Appendix N).
B. Prepare Grafts and Charts of the Pertinent Church Growth Data for Use in
Interviews.
C. Make Arrangements for Interviews with the Pastor, Other Key Pastoral Staff, and

Two Key Lay Leaders.
D. Allow Approximately 1-2 Hours for Each Interview.

General Information
Date of Interview:----------------------Location of Interview:_______________________________
Tape Recorded (YESINO)

Personal Information
PastorlLeader' s Name:_____________________________
Church:----------------------------------------Date ofBirth:_________________________
Gender:-----------------------------Highest Educational Status:________________
Age at Conversion:_
· _____________________
LocationlDenomination at Conversion: ------------------------------Length of MembershiplMinistry Involvement at this Church:_________________

332

A. Questions for the Church Pastor/Senior Pastoral Staff:
t . How did you get to this church? Share your story briefly. What

possibilities and problems did you see?
2. What has happened during the years you have served this church? What
do you foresee happening in the near future?
3. Discuss your personal philosophy of ministry?
4. What are your personal ministry priorities?
5. What do you perceive as your personal strengths?
6. Why do you think the church has grown?
7. Have you planned and organized for growth? Tell me the story?
8. How long do you anticipate staying with this church?
9. What would you do differently if you could do it over again?
10. What must happen for most pastors to become church growth pastors?
11 . How do you/your church define "conversion?"
12. What evidences must a new convert demonstrate, or what expectations
does the church have of new converts?
13 . Anything else you would like to share regarding your ministry and the
growth of this church?
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B. Questions for Other Pastoral Staff and Key Lay Leaders:
1. To each person: What's your occupation? How long have you been a
Christian? How long have you been a member of this church? How long
have you served in a leadership position with this church?
..,

Describe the evangelistic outreach programs of this church. How are you
personally involved in these evangelistic outreach programs? Discuss the
time, visibility, support, and priorities involved in the various evangelistic
outreach programs of the church.

3. Why is this church growing? What do you believe are the causes?

4. What is the " image" of this church within the surrounding community?
5. What attracts new people to this church? What groups, ministries,
programs, etc., do you see as significant?
6. What does your pastor do best?
7. What does this church or congregation do best? Discuss the strengths.
8. What kind of people are you reaching? What kind of people do you intend
to reach? How do you intend to reach them?
9. Discuss your personal view of what the purpose and function of the church
should be.
10. Describe your personal vision or dream for this church in the future.
11 . What motivates you to be personally involved in evangelism?
12. How do you initiate and assimilate new Christians into this church?
13. What expectations do you place upon members, especially new members?
14. Referring to the graphs and charts: What explains the variations in these
charts?
15. What is your plan for achieving new growth? Discuss the origin of those
plans.
16. What do you perceive as the most meaningful and important events and
experiences in the life of this church or congregation?
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17. How has your involvement in this church changed your own life,
especially in recent years?
18. How have these life changes impacted your occupation? Your family life?
19. Within the past three years, how many new small groups have been
launched? New ministries? Other key programs or groups?

20. How does this church or congregation give people an opportunity to talk
about what God is doing or has done in their lives?
21 . As a leader in this church, what are you trying to do that could could only
accomplish with God' s help?

22 . Are you personally inviting people to this church, or to faith in Christ? If
" Yes," how? If "No," what must happen before you would feel free to do
so?

23. How do you decide who to reach out to and invite?
24. How are persons in this church selected for involvement in the
evangelistic outreach programs and ministries ofthis church?
25. If you could change one thing in this church, what would it be?
(Adapted from undated and unpublished article entitled "Learn Why Some Churches Are
Growing" by Dr. George G. Hunter III)
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Appendix E

List of Churches Selected for Church Growth Studies
1. Community Baptist Church, to7 & to9, Jalan SS2/6, 47300 Petaling

Jaya- A network with four satellite churches located throughout the
Greater Kuala Lumpur area.
2. Damansara Utama Methodist Church, 34 & 36, Jalan SS25/28, Taman
Mayang, 47301 Petaling Jaya-A fast growing charismatic cell group
church.
3. First Baptist Church, Jalan Pantai 9/7, 46000 Petaling Jaya-A large
church composed of two large satellite churches with numerous
congregations, and ministering to well-educated and upwardly mobile
professionals.
4. Full Gospel Assembly, Lot 689, Taman Goodwood, Jalan Kuchai
Lama, 58200 Kuala Lumpur-An independent charismatic church (the
largest church in Malaysia) with numerous different language
congregations, nine satellite churches, numerous other outreaches, an
outstanding ministry to children, a strong commitment to missions,
and a strong commitment to social ministry including ministry to the
urban poor.
5. Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church, 99 Jalan Gasing, 46000
Petaling Jaya-A large church with numerous congregations and a
strong commitment to missions.
6. Klang Chinese Methodist Church, 6A, Jalan Mohet, 41000 Klang-A
historic and large Chinese-speaking church located in this port city and
having numerous different language congregations, and an outstanding
commitment to missions.
7. Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church, 70 Cangkat, Bukit Bintang, 50200
Kuala Lumpur-The oldest Baptist church in Kuala Lumpur, located
in the heart of downtown Kuala Lumpur, and a church composed of
many different congregations based on ethnicity and linguistic as well
as additional satellite churches.
8. Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God, 26 & 28, Jalan 4/4C, Desa
Melawati, 53100 Kuala Lumpur-one of the fastest growing churches
located in a predominately Muslim area.
9. Petaling Jaya Evangelical Free Church, to, Jalan SS24/13, Taman
Megah, 47301 Petaling Jaya- A growing evangelical church which
has been plateaued, but is now showing signs of rapid growth again.
to. SIBIKL Church, CP Tower, Level 4-2, 11 Section 16111, Jalan
Damansara, 46350 Petaling Jaya-A fast growing church targeting
Chinese and English speaking young people, and an example of
transfer growth.

ladual 2_1S : lumlah penduduk mengikut kumpulan umur, jantina, kumpulan etnik, strata dan negeri, Malaysia, 20()()
Table 2 . 15 : Total population by aqe qroup. sex. ethnic qroup. stratum and state. Malaysia . 2000
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1,552
1,226
891
1,821

1,094,032

1.064,241

29,791

633,452

294,954

20,899

99,681

141,470
130,484
110,857
106,319
131,678
102,137
80,101
65,818
48,723
33,707
19,405
14,822
7,868
6,138
5,828

138,463
128.864
109,273
103,739
122.802
97,302
86,333
78,297
64,602
48,022
33,224
19,218
14,612
7,776
6,068
5,646

3,007
1,620
1, 584
2.500
8,876
4,835
2.344
1,804
1,216
701
483
187
210
92
70
182

57,178
60,068
53,465
56,054
62.002
54,208
55,188
54,942
49,875
41,120
31,081
19,931
17,241
9,051
6,158
5,890

29,708
29,448
29,5]4
30,174
28,037
25,798
24,234
24,648
22,747
16,682
13,073
6,489
5,858
3,642
2.719
2,163

4,738
3,910
2.706
2,173
1,359
1,200
911
970
856
680
465
267
233
143
109
179

2.431
2,034
1,800
3,417
12,953
23,1]7
19,'152
15,120
8,219
5,301
2.325
1,009
797
S07
424
7S5

1,048,403

1,.0 22,,9 32

25,471

596,819

290,414

23,467

86,755

134,251
121,552
107,312
106,933
125,678
99,889
87,220
78,224
61,630
42.916
29,095
16,744
14,665
8,648
7,385
6,261

131,178
119,869
105,795
104,230
119,236
97,()62
85,077
76,113
60,291
'12.239
28,758
16,601
14,492
8,571
7,216

3,073
1,683
1,517
2,.703
6,442
2.827
2.143
2.111
1,339
677
337
143
173
77
169

4,332
3,986
3,162
2.324
1.587
1,942
1,463
1,252
1,081
789

1,887
1,719
1,670
4,865
14,858
21,157
1'1,955
10,669
6,395
3,061

..72

1,5-46

936
75S
719

6,204

57

316
233
161
159
208

JUMLAH
TOTAL

70-74
75+
L£LAKI
MALE
0-4
5-9
10-14
15-19
20-24
25 -29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49
50-54
55-59
60-64
6~9

71)-74

75+
PEREHPlJAN

77,380

2.143,018

235,525
225,944

198,362
198,137
236,029
206,480

188,462
175,781
147,515
112.506
80,651
47,101
38,951
21,211
15,548
14,815
2,045,858

2,043,337
233,094
223,910
196,562
194,720
223,076
183,]43
169,010
160.661
139,296
107,205
78,326
46,092
38,154
20,704
15,124
14,060
1.959,103

88,6n

FEMALE
O~

i

Bukan
Warganegara
Malaysia •

Malav-;ian citilen s

5-9
10-14
15-19
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49
50-54
55-59
60-64
65~

70-74
75+

221,067
210,673
187,693
195,724
227,833
201,762
183,410
169,676
137,165
98,491
70,387
42,858

38,'129
24,110
17,530
19,050

219,lSO
208,924
186,023
190,859
212,.975
lSO,605
168,455
159,007
130,770
95,430
68,841
41,922
37,674
23,391
17,063
17,984

• SiI;o Iihat Dab peri~ eli .-engpn b(i) dan b(Ii), ~ldY cW.n

.....-1aI..

I'IeaslI! refer to the cautionary nates ;, parlflJf'II/Yl b(ii) lItId b(ii). page JUdi ;, tns report.

51,807
54,455
48,821
52.059
57,122
53,365
55,144
54,531
46,776
35,220
26,959
18,035
16,187
10,291
7,115
8,932

28,790
28,931

26,728
29,543
28,588
25,409
24,628
25,000
21,283
16,505
12,.315
6,827
6,589
4,291

2,404
2,583

466

~

1,066

JaduaI3 .12: Jumlah penduduk mengikut kumpulan etnik, jantina, daerah pentadbir"an dan negeri, Malaysia, 2000
Table 3. 12 : Total population by ethnic qroup. sex. administrac;ve dlstnct and state. Malaysia. 2000
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Negeri : SELANGOR
Srare

Warganegsra Malaysia
lantina dan
O_rah
Pentadbiran
Sex and
Administrarive
Dis!ricr

Bukan
Warganegara
Malaysia •

Malaysian cirizen s

lumlah
lumlah
Toral
Tocal

lumlah
Bumiputera

Melayu

Toral
Bumiputera

Malay<;

India

Lain-lain

Bumiputera
lain

Cina

OCher
Bumiputera

Chinese

Indians

OChers

Non ·Malaysian

cieizens •

4,188,876

4,002,440

2,142,435

2,087,173

55,262

1,230, 271

585,368

44,366

186,436

569,081
681,724
204,255
170, 198
1,25'1,8'16
119,535
115,624
915,677
157,936

5'H,302
647,603
199,200
166,319
1,193,650
118,124
108,176
874, 494
153, 572

317,773
304,516
116,709
110,016
58'1,368
85,976
70,343
46'1,091
88,6'13

312.991
296,560
110,692
109,706
569,900
85,838
66,073
454, 185
81,228

4,782
7,956
6,017
310
14, 468
138
'1,270
9,906
7,415

140,639
209,039
48,3'15
24,205
429,548
27,031
15,929
302,414
33,121

71,944
129,408
33,333
31,447
166,542
4,937
20,744
96,598
30,415

10,946
4,640
813
651
13,192
180
1,160
11, 391
1,393

27,779
34,121
5,055
3,879
61, 196
1,411
7,448
41,183
4,364

LELAKI
MALE

2,143,018

2,043,337

1,094,032

1 ,064, 241

29,791

633,452

294, 954

20,899

99, 681

Gambale.

290,204
355,691
105,200
86,949
634,8'11
60,193
61,114
467,427
81,399

276,595
335,078
101,872
84, 112
605,763
59, 380
55,843
446,069
78,625

162.033
159,206
59,496
55,717
296,367
42.798
36,599
235,935
45,881

159,438
154,431
56,428
55,571
288,475
42.738
3'1,457
230,679
42.02'1

2,595
4 ,7 75
3,068
146
7,892

36,699
65,325
16,574
15,408
84,336
2.473
10,333

5, 248
2.196
436
353
5,986

2,142
5 , 256
3,857

72,615
108,351
25,366
12,634
219,074
14,031
8,326
155,955
17,100

15,097

585
5,470
547

13,609
20,613
3,328
2,837
29,078
813
5,271
21,358
2,774

2,045,858

1,959,103

1,048,403

1,022,932

25,471

596,819

290,414

23,467

86,755

278,877
326,033
99,055
83,249
620,005
59,342
54,510
448,250
76,537

264,707
312.525
97,328
82.207
587,867
58,744
52.333
428,425
74,947

155,740
145,310
57,213
54,299
288,001
43,178
33,744
228,156
42.762

153,553
142.129
5'1,264
54,135
281,425
43, 100
31,616

2.187
3,181
2,949
164
6,576
78
2,128
4 ,650
3,558

68,024
100,688
22,979
11,571
210,474

35,245
64,083
16,759
16,039
82,206
2.464
10,411
47,889
15,318

5,698
2.444
377
298
7,206
102
575
5,921

14,170
13,508
1,727
1,042
32.118
598
2.177
19,825
1,590

lUMLAH
TOTAL

Gambale.

K1arq
Kuala langat
Kuala Selargor

Petaling
Sabale. Bemam
Sepang
Ulu Langat
Ulu Selangor

K1arq
Kuala Langat
Kuala Selargor
PetallOQ
Sabak. Bemam

Separq
Ulu Langat
Ulu Selangor

PEREMPUAN
FEMALE
Gambale.

K1arq
Kuala Ulngat
Kuala Selargor
Petaling
SabaKBemam

Separq
\.Au L.angat
UuSeiangor

223,506
39,204

60

• SiA lihat nDta penng.tan d. pere.n99an 10(8) dan 10("1, ~ lift' dalam lapcM'an lni.
Please rele.- CO the cau60rJary notes r, paragraph b(ii) Mx1 b(Iii). page uiH r, this report.

13,000
7,603
146,459
16,021

48,709

78

846

]aduall : Ringkasan Perangkaan Penting Mengikut Negerl, Malaysia, 2000
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Key Summary Statistics By State. Malaysia . 2000
Johor
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Kollnhn
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Nooorl
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Pohong

Por.k

Porll.

Pul.u
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SI,..wlk

5.b.h

hlanoor

To",nOOlnu

W.P.
KUII.

"'AUVIIA

W .P.
LIIbuln

Lumpur
LUAS KAWASAN
AREA
Luas kawas,a,n dalam kilometer per5egl
ArA-l 11'1 .~f1Ud'A

,

:

18.987

9. 4 25

15.024

1.652

6,644

35,965

2\ ,005

795

1,031

7l,619

124,450

7,960

12,955

243

92

J2P,847

2,740 ,625

1.649 ,756

1.313.0\"

635 .79\

859,924

1.288,376

2,os1 ,236

204,450

1,313,449

2,603,485

2,071 ,506

4,188,876

898,82.5

1,379,310

76,067

2J,274,6~

144

175

87

385

129

36

98

257

1,274

J5

17

526

69

5,676

1.9

0.4

4.0

2.1
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96.8
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14.9

3.8
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256

17 .7

32.0

10 .3

46.5

13.2

26.7

30.7

2.8

43.5

15.8

26.0

6.9

7.1

0.3

6.5

16.0

5.0

13 .0

1.3

10 .6

0.5

0 .2

14.6

0.2

11.4

I .J

7.7

06

1.4

0.9

0.6

O.S

0.5

0.3
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0 .4
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0.2

1.1

0.2
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Buk.n wargan.o .. a Ma loysla
Non. Mt! /;}y.'i 1iJn (, Ili8ns

Kompo.I.1 kumpulon elnlk warg.n.oaro
Maloyol. (0/0) :

£' ''",r.

amll(J f..nmpns rl ion of MJ1ay sian

(,1 (118"5 ( 9(..)

•

(.h ,np.se

Indl.
Innl,ln.!,

Laln·lain
()"'lI~f.'i

W
W
W

340
APPENDIX J
Rambo's Model of the Converting Process
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APPENDIX K

Engel's Model

The Spirilual Decision Process

The Complete Spiritual Decision Process Model Showing the Stages of
Spiritual Growth
GO~ ' S

ROLE

COMMUNICATOR'S
ROLE

Genera l
Revelation
Conviction

Proclamation

Call for
Decision

MAN'S
RESPONSE

-8

Awareness of
Supreme Being

-7

Some Knowledge
of Gospel

-6

Knowledge of
Fundamentals of Gospel

-5

Grasp of Personal
Implications of Gospel

-4

Positive Attitude
Toward Act of Becoming
a Christian

-3

Problem Recognition
and Intention to Act

-2

Decision to Act

-1

Repentance
and Faith in Christ
NEW CREATURE

REGENERA TlON
Sanctification

Follow Up

+1

Post Decision
Evaluation

1

+2

Incorporation
Into Church

+3

Conceptual and
Behavioral Growth
• Communion With God
• Stewardship
• Internal Reproduction
• External Reproduction

Cultivation

•
•
•
Eternity

(Engel 1979:83)
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APPENDIX

L

Sogaard's Model of the Decision Process
Modified to show cognitive and Affective Dimensions

~
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(Sogaard 1996:59)
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APPENDIX

M

Roger's Model

A Model of Stages in the Innovation · Decision Process
COMMUNICATIOI' CHANNELS
r-----------,----- ------- T- ------------ T- -------- ----~

OR
~omONS

Pr<vious practice
needs/problems

=",

I.

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I
I

I
I

I
I

I
I

I

J

J

J

J

J

I
I

10. DECISION

KNOWLEDGE

Innoy~tiyeness

~orms of Ihe

;ystcms

social

t

t
I. Adoption

<___
- - - _

~
-:;:><::.-

~

Continued Adoption
Later Adoption

---... Disconlinuance
2. Rejectlon----'-'-=-----__________
• Continued Rejeclion
Characleristics of
Ihe Decision ·
Making Unit

Perceived Characleristics
of Ihe Innovalion

I. Socioeconomic

2.
J.
4.
5.

I.

characteristics
2. Percwnal ity
variahles
J. Commun ication
behavior

Relative advanlage
Comp31ibility
Complexity
Trialability
Observabilit y

'lnoootion-decisioll ] 1 = is the process through which an individual (or other decision-making unit) passes from first knowledge of;1I1 iI1l10\~lti()lI .
lning an attitude tow.ud the innovation. to a decision to adopt or reject. to implementation of the new idea. and to confinnatioll of this dt:c:i~iCll1.

(Rogers 1995:163)
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Appendix N
Brief History of the Development of Diffusion Theory
It has been postulated that the origin of Diffusion Theory can be traced to four or

more different traditions including: (1) anthropology/cultural diffusion; (2) diffusion of
innovations research; (3) fashion or collective (crowd) behavior; and (4) sociology/social
theory (Katz, Levin, and Hamilton 1963 :237-252; Perry 1992:487-492; Rogers 1995 :3895; Valente and Rogers 1995 :246-252). The earliest scientific use ofthe term diffusion
can be traced to the writings of Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) and the works of
many other early anthropologists including Fritz Graebner (1877-1934) and Friedrich
Ratzel (1844-1904), founders of the German Kulturkreis ("culture Circle") school of
diffusion, contributed to the tradition known as cultural diffusion that sought to provide
explanations for change within arid between cultures (McGee and Warms 1996:31,33,
44; Perry 1992:487-488; Rogers1995:41). There are "at least five broadly accepted and
empirically supported claims" resulting from the tradition known as cultural diffusion
which have relevance to our study: (1) elements which are borrowed usually undergo
some type of change or adaptation in the new host culture; (2) the act of borrowing is
dependent upon or related to the extent to which the element can be integrated into the
belief system of the new culture; (3) elements which are incompatible with either the new
culture' s religious belief system or prevailing structure are likely to be rejected; (4) the
acceptance of an element is directly related to its functional utility to the borrowers; and
(5) societies or cultures which have a history of borrowing in the past are more likely to
borrow in the future (Perry 1992:488).
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Although his work is considered as pre-paradigmatic by some, the earliest studies
related to the diffusion of innovations were conducted by Gabriel Tarde, a French lawyer,
judge, and sociologist (Katz, Levin, and Hamilton 1963:241 ; Perry 1992:488; Rogers
1995:39-40, 51 ; Valente and Rogers 1995 :246). In his observations Tarde noted certain
generalizations about the diffusion of innovations that he termed "the laws of imitation,"
the title given to his influential book published in 1903 (Rogers 1995 :40; Tarde 1903).
However, it is widely held that the classical diffusion study about the adoption of hybrid
seed com among farmers in Iowa by Bryce Ryan and Neal Gross, rural sociologists, in
1943 precipitated the growth of interest in and the rapid development of the research
tradition characterized as the diffusion of innovations or Diffusion Theory (Perry
1992:488-489; Rogers 1995:52-59; Valente and Rogers 1995:247-252). Diffusion
Theory was soon utilized by persons from widely differing fields; however, interestingly,
most researchers in these various fields seemed unaware of what persons in other fields
were writing until their efforts were compiled and classified by Everett Rogers in 1962,
1971 , 1983, and 1995. His efforts have greatly contributed to diffusion research being
recognized and valued as an interdisciplinary field of study (Perry 1992:490).
Literature related to studies concerning the two phenomena, fashion and crowds,
sometimes jointly termed as "collective behavior," also contributed to the development or
evolution of Diffusion Theory (Katz, Levin, and Hamilton 1963:237-252; Perry
1992:491). Therefore, one can see that the origin of Diffusion Theory was multi-faceted,
drawing on insights from a variety of disciplines during its evolution into a single
research tradition now being utilized by an even wider number of disciplines.
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Appendix 0
Definition of "Church Growth Study"
A "Church Growth Study" represents an effort to utilize a variety of means and
measures, including the gathering and interpretation of pertinent data, personal
interviews, participant observation, and any other useful methods, to understand how an
individual church or congregation has grown numerically within a specific period of
time. In addition, an effort is made to identifY key persons, groups, plans and strategies,
programs, ministries, attitudes, and any other factors which have played a significant role
in the growth of that particular church or congregation, as well as to assess the spiritual
health and vitality of that church or congregation and its various ministries or programs
(See Easum 1990; Easum 1996; Ellas 1997; Slack 1987; Smith 1976; Smith 1984; and
Waymire and Wagner 1984).
This particular study does not represent a much needed comprehensive Church
Growth Study of the entire Christian community; however, it will employ case studies
(modified Church Growth Studies) often churches in the Greater Kuala Lumpur urban
area from a variety of denominational or non-denominational groups, intentionally
including churches from mainline, evangelical, and charismatic/pentecostal backgrounds.
These case studies will examine data for the period 1990-2001, and longer periods where
the data are available. The primary focus of this particular study will be upon
understanding the factors involved in conversion growth among the urban Chinese in the
Malaysian diaspora in order to gain insights into the various factors involved in their faith
decisions as well as the overall growth and expansion of the Church within the Greater
Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area.
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Appendix P
Data Needed for Modified Church Growth Study
1.

Brief History of the Church

2.

Statistical Data for all years between 1990 through 2001
a.

Annual membership: through baptism, transfer & statement of faith

b.

Weekly average attendance:

c.

Annual number of baptisms:

d.

Annual number of congregations (year each started): identify by ethnic
and linguistic group

e.

Annual number satellite churches (year each started):

f.

Annual number cell/care groups (locations if possible):

g.

Copy of Church Organization Chart

h.

Copy of Cell Organization Chart

1.

Any Other Information Helpful in Understanding Your Church

3.

Interviews with Pastoral Staff and Key Lay Leaders (See Appendix D)

4.

Interviews with Seven First Generation Converts (See Appendix C)
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APPENDIX AA
Case Studies of Growing Churches in the Greater Kuala Lumpur Metropolitan Area

Introduction
Ten churches were selected for study out of the more than 500 churches in the
Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. The writer wanted to draw insights from a
wide range of churches--denominational and non-denominational, from English,
Cantonese, and Mandarin-speaking churches, and from churches with a growth history
during at least the past decade. Churches whose leaders were willing to cooperate with
the study were, naturally, priority selections.
The churches utilized in this study were chosen following interviews with key
leaders from numerous church, denominational, inter-church organizations, and
seminaries, during which information was sought concerning which churches in the
Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area were growing and why. Following these
interviews, a list of fifteen churches was formulated based on the number of times they
were cited as being an important example of a growing church in the preceding
interviews.
The list of potential churches was then divided into different groups based on
whether they were mainline denominational churches, evangelical churches, Pentecostal,
or non-denominational charismatic churches. It was necessary to further classify the
mainline and evangelical churches by whether they were traditional or charismatic in
terms of theology and practice. An intentional effort was then made to contact the
pastoral leaders from some of the churches in each group identified. In time the list was
narrowed to ten churches.
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Upon the leader' s agreement to participate in the study through assisting me in
obtaining the necessary statistical data, arranging interviews with pastoral staff and key
lay leaders, and interviews with seven or more first-generation Christians from the
church, I then proceeded to make arrangements to obtain the necessary data needed to
develop an adequate case study on each church included in this study. Furthermore, I
supplemented the interview research with participant observer experience in the worship
and life of each of the churches selected for study.
In four churches, I have preached or taught in Sunday worship services, church
camps, evangelistic meetings, leadership training seminars, and other functions, thus
providing experience with each church ' s people, culture, and priorities. I have had
members of six of these churches (some pastoral, ministry or administrative staff) as
students in classes I taught at local area seminaries, thus affording me further insights
into these churches through personal conversations as well as written assignments related
to the churches.
After beginning the collection of data, it became apparent that it was going to be
impossible to obtain adequate data for one of the churches initially selected for study,
simply because this church did not have adequate records or the statistical data necessary
to complete the case study. In this instance, data was still collected from the pastoral
staff and first-generation Christians in this church and will be included in a chapter
dealing with issues related to their conversion, even though it was not possible to develop
a case study on this particular church.
The following case studies include two Methodist churches (mainline-one
traditional and one charismatic), two Baptist churches (evangelical-one traditional and
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one charismatic), two Assembly of God churches (Pentecostal), one Evangelical Free
Church (evangelical and charismatic), one indigenous denominational church (Sidang
Injil Borneo, charismatic), and one independent church, Full Gospel Assembly (nondenominational and charismatic). The churches represented in the following case studies
vary in significant ways including: type and number of language congregations; size of
congregations; church structure and polity; theological stance; leadership styles; worship
styles; ministry emphases; lengths of existence; and more.
The case studies reveal some factors which appear quite similar or common to all
or most ofthese churches as well. Each case study provides some insights into the
complex picture of how and why the Christian faith has diffused and how the church has
grown and expanded in recent years within the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area,
particularly during 1990-2002, though in some instances data is presented for a longer
period when it is viewed as important to understanding the growth of that particular
church. The following case studies are presented in alphabetical order based on the name
of the church. There is no other significance to the order in which they are presented in
this study.
An inductive approach was taken to classifying and interpreting data from the
personal interviews conducted with pastoral, ministry, and administrative staff, key lay
leaders, and first-generation converts from each church included in these case studies.
Answers to questions four and seven in the interview schedule related to first-generation
converts (See Appendix C), questions six and seven in Part A, and questions two through
seven in Part B of the interview schedule related to pastoral staff and church leaders (See
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Appendix D) were analyzed. An independent reader provided a means for comparison
and classification of the church growth factors identified in these answers.
The case study of each church includes a table depicting the number of different
individuals citing a particular factor as being significant to the growth and expansion of
that church. This study recognizes that these responses are subjective in nature? but
nonetheless feels that they are important to understanding the issues perceived as
important by these persons closely involved in the life and work of that particular church.
The numbers recorded in the table represent the number of persons in each of the
categories listed who cited a given factor as being important to the growth and expansion
of that particular church. However? only one instance was recorded for a specific factor?
even though an individual may have cited the factor as being important more than once.
The higher the number recorded? the greater the number of individuals who cited this
factor as being important.
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Community Baptist Church
Profile of the Church
This charismatic Baptist church, originally known as the S.E.A. Park Baptist
Church (English), initially started as an English-language Bible study in the home of an
American missionary lin 1973,2 now has a weekly average attendance of over 800 for all
seven of the congregations combined. In 1990 the English congregation rented separate
premises within the same business district in which it was originally developed,
converting a shophouse3 into a worship center, purchasing the building in 1993 (See
Figure AA.l). The church is now composed of four satellite churches located at various
4

places throughout the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. It is a cell church,

Figure AA.l. Community Baptist Church, S.E.A. Park (SS2)
with a system of cell groups as its primary structure. Presently the combined
congregations have over 80 cell groups which meet on a weekly basis. The church
presently has five full-time and two part-time pastoral staff, five full-time administrative
staff, and more than 180 lay volunteers serving in a variety of capacities. Although the
majority of members are still English-speaking Chinese, the church also has Cantonese
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and Mandarin congregations within the different satellite churches. The Englishspeaking congregations tend to be middle class or above, while the Chinese-speaking
congregations are typically working class or lower middle class. The English
congregations tend to be students and young working-age families, while the Chinese
congregations are reaching elderly people and, more recently, students. The long-tenn
vision for the church includes the establishment of a total of seven satellite congregations
located throughout the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area (Cheah 2002, Personal
interview; Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981: 130-139; Toh 2002, Personal interview).
Storv of Outreach
As .the demographics of the area surrounding the S.E.A. Park congregation has
changed, the church has developed a Cantonese and a Mandarin language congregation.
In a further effort to reach out to this majority Chinese-speaking area of the city, in recent
years the church has made concerted efforts to identify with the Chinese community
through active participation in traditional Chinese festivals such as Chinese New Years
and the Moon Cake Festival by holding special events-including providing free meals in
nearby parks, having special programs utilizing Chinese music and dance, even Chinese
opera, outside the church premises, and distributing tracts and free gifts. Such activities
are serving to build good will within the community, provide the church with greater
visibility, and to break down barriers toward the church and Christianity (Cheah 2002,
Personal interview; Toh 2002, Personal interview).
Further, the church has started a ministry to reach out to students from the
People' s Republic of China who are attending colleges in the surrounding area. The
church is training a group of young people, including local and foreign students, to
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establish homes where other foreib1J1 students can rent rooms. The church is prepared to
even subsidize the rentals should that be necessary. Cell leaders will then seek to develop
cell groups among these students in each of these homes (Cheah 2002, Personal
interview).
Historv and Statistical Analvsis of the Church
From 1973 until 1990 the Community Baptist Church shared premises with the
S.E.A. Park Chinese Baptist Church.) During this period the church had several different
pastoral and lay leaders who influenced the church' s direction and priorities. There was
an intentional effort to reach out to students from the nearby University of Malaya and
other colleges in the area. A youth fellowship was started on Saturday evenings, and this
greatly contributed to the growth of the English congregation. This group of young
people called themselves the "Mushrooms," a name that expresses their desire and
commitment to grow. The English congregation experienced renewal and charismatic
influences in 1978-1979 (Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981: 136; Toh 2002, Personal
interview).
During these formative years, the church also demonstrated an interest in planting
new churches. These new church plants included: (]) the Batai Baptis Ka/vari (Calvary
Baptist Church), 1975-76; (2) the Ba/a; Baptis Damansara Ulama (Damansara Utama
Baptist Church), ]978-79; (3) the Kuantan Baptist Church, ]979-8] ; and (4) the People' s
Park Baptist Church, ] 980-8] , which has since started its own chapel known as the Praise
Baptist Center (Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981 : 138-139). These churches continue
to maintain a working relationship, recently cooperating together in a combined
Christmas celebration at a local stadium.
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By 1990 the English congregation had grown to where it needed additional space.
After obtaining its own separate facilities, the church continued to grow steadily. In 1991
Richard Toh, the senior pastor (1987-present, previously the lay leader 1973-1975, 19771987), attended a church growth conference in the Philippines sponsored by the Southern
Baptists in 1991, at which Rev. Lawrence Khong of the Faith Community Baptist Church

in Singapore6 shared regarding the cell church concept. Richard Toh and several key lay
leaders became convinced of the need to form shepherd groups (cell groups). Several
leaders later participated in training programs offered by the Faith Community Baptist
Church in Singapore, one of the leading cell-based churches in the region. They then
began the process of sharing the vision for the restructuring necessary to transitioning the

19ure AA2. Community Baptist Church, Bandar Sunway.
English congregation into a cell-based church. During this period the English church also
assumed a charismatic liturgical and theological stance. Shortly after adopting the cell
church concept the S.E.A. Park Baptist Church (English) changed its name to
Community Baptist Church (Evans and Evans 2002).
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In 1993 a new English-speaking congregation was formed in the Bandar Sunway
area in an industrial park very near to several major colleges (See Figure AA.2).
Students make up more than 50% of this congregation at this present time. In recent
years the church has continued its historical commitment to planting new churches by
forming additional congregations in various areas of the metropolitan area where there
are several cell groups meeting. However, since the transition to a cell-based church
structure, the church has adopted the formation of satellite congregations versus the
traditional church planting model leading to the formation of independent churches. As
the number of cells multiplies in a given geographical area of the city, the church then
seeks to start a new satellite congregation. As the need and opportunity presents itself,
the church will also form additional language congregations within the' existing
Community Baptist Church (All Congregations)
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Figure AA.3 . Average Total Weekly Attendance at Celebration Services.
congregations. Future plans include forming satellite congregations in two additional
areas in 2003 (an English congregation in Kota Damansara and a Chinese congregation in
Sri Kembangan), and another at as yet an undetermined location in 2004. (Cheah 2002,
Personal interview; Loke 2002, Personal interview; Toh 2002, Personal interview).
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While the official membership of the church in 2001 was only 203, the average
attendance at the weekly celebration services was over 800 (including some 164
children). This large number of children (144 from the combined English congregations)
indicates that the church is efTectively reaching children and may reflect the overall age
range of the membership. By utilizing the period 1991-2001 , the decadal attendance
growth rate (DGR) for all congregations combined calculates to be 535% (Waymire and
Wagner 1984: 16-17).
In 1998 a Cantonese congregation, and in 2001 a Mandarin congregation, were
fonned at the S.E.A. Park premises. By 1999 attendance at the S.E.A. Park Cantonese
congregation averaged 82, while in 2000 it had grown to 121 . In 2002 a Chinese
congregation was also fonned at the Bandar Sunway satellite church. In 2001 an
English-speaking congregation was fonned in the Puchong area, and a Cantonesespeaking congregation in the Jinjang area. By 2001 the combined attendance of all the
Mandarin and Cantonese congregations combined totaled 222 (includes 22 children).
The fonnation of these additional language/ethnic congregations clearly contributed to
the further growth of the church. The pastoral staff and key lay leaders share a vision of
having a total of seven satellite churches in the near future (Cheah 2002, Personal
interview; Evans and Evans 2002; Toh 2002, Personal interview).
Since Community Baptist Church is a cell church, the primary emphasis is placed
upon cell participation and attendance at the weekly celebration services versus church
membership. The church re-Iaunched the cell group fonnat in 1996, committing itself
totally to the cell church structure, having originally only been a church with cells. This
change precipitated greater lay support and participation, which is reflected in the strong
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growth revealed in the years following as revealed in Figure AA.3. The church has
experienced considerable growth over the past decade; however, it has experienced some
difficulties during the past couple of years which caused a fluctuation in both the average
weekly attendance at the celebration services as well as the number of cell groups (See
Figure AA.4). The total number of cell groups at the end of 2002 had declined to 84,
thus reflecting the schism which had occurred in the church. Of the total number of cell
groups, 13 are in the Chinese congregations.
Community Baptist Church (AI, Congregations & Satellite Churches)
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Figure AA.4. The Annual Number of Cell Groups (All Congregations Combined).
Differences of opinion between the pastoral staff and certain key lay leaders
resulted in a crisis which precipitated a minor split resulting in the loss of some cells and
cell members. One cell leader attempted to start a new church, while some other
members joined other churches. This may be further revealed in that adult attendance at
the weekly celebration services has actually remained at 600 to 650 for the past two to
three years. The reverses primarily affected the English congregations and cell groups,
while the growth within the Chinese-speaking groups has largely offset these losses in the
English groups (Cheah 2002, Personal interview; Toh 2002, Personal interview).
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At present the church, like some other cell group churches in this study, is
experiencing difficulties with both cell leader burnout and in obtaining commitments of
adequate numbers of new cell group leaders necessary to expand even further. The
church is presently exploring ways of providing better care and training for cell group
leaders as well as ways to lighten the burden carried by cell group leaders. Furthermore,
the church is seeking to promote a larger percentage of lay involvement in the ministries
of the church, particularly that of cell group leaders so essential to providing adequate
pastoral care, evangelistic outreach, and facilitating the further growth and expansion of
the church (Cheah 2002, Personal interview, Toh 2002, Personal interview).
Community Baptist Church (All Congregations)
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The statistics related to the annual number of baptisms also reveals the impact of
the reorganization of the cell group system in 1996 (See Figure AA.5). In addition, the
number of baptisms further reveals that the church is experiencing considerable
conversion growth, largely as a result of the evangelistic efforts pursued through the cell
system of the church. The fluctuation in the annual number of baptisms in recent years
may also reflect some of the difficulties the church has been experiencing.
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In addition to the ongoing growth in numbers and in the fonnation of additional
satellite congregations, the church has also been actively involved in missions, both incountry and foreign. They have an active ministry among the Orang Asli (the indigenous
tribal people in Peninsular Malaysia), assisting in emergency relief, vocational and
agricultural training, and educational ministries. Further the church supports other
ministries such as Gospel to the Poor, a ministry focusing upon reaching Chinese in rural
villages as well as the Orang Asli. And, the church has been committed to regular
mission involvement in China, India, and New York, partnering with other mission
agencies in recent years in sending short-tenn teams and in leading training events,
particularly related to the cell church concept (Toh 2002, Personal interview).
After participating in training programs at Faith Community Baptist Church in
Singapore for several years, the leaders at Community Baptist Church began cooperating
with the leaders from the Damansara Utama Methodist Church (DUMC) in providing cell
church training programs and annual cell church conferences in Malaysia. More recently
Community Baptist Church has begun its own training programs. The senior pastor of
Community Baptist Church regularly participates in meetings with pastors of other
leading cell churches in the city, where they share vision, deal with common issues of
interest, and seek to hold one another accountable (Toh 2002, Personal interview).
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Interviews were conducted with the senior pastor, the Chinese pastor, two
members of the ministry staff, two key lay leaders, and seven first-generation converts
(See Table A.l for a summary of data). Preaching and visiting in the worship services in
three congregations of the church nuances my observations of this growing church,
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Table A.I
Name of Church:

Community Baptist Church
Factors Contributing to Church Growth

I Factors Cited

Leadershi p-Vision,
Unity
Pastoral Tearn
Preaching/T eaching
Cell Groups
Laity Involvement
WorshiplMusic
Prayer
Friendly, Caring
Congregation
Met Practical Needs
Social Ministries &
I Community Work
Personal Visitation
Children's Ministrv
Youth Ministry
Student Ministry
Ladies Ministry
Evangelistic Emphasis
Multiple Language
Congregations
Satellite Churches
Missions
LocationIF acilities
Discipling/Training
Harvest Events
Supernatural Events
Holy Spirit/God's
Presence & Grace
Activities & Programs
Planning & Strategizing
Pastoral Care &
Counseling
Other

RI
o e andN urn berofP ersons lIn J a S)peCI·fiIC Gro wth Factor
Pastoral
Ministry
Admin. Key Lay
FirstStaff
Staff
Staff
Leaders
Generation
Converts
2
I
4
2
I

1

1
I

2
2

4
5
4

I

1

I
2

3
3
4

]

2

3
3

1

2
]

1
1

3
]

I

1
1

2

1

3
1

2

1
1

1

2

1

4
1

1

,..,

-'

1
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providing additional insights helpful in interpreting the data and information generated by
this study
The senior pastor, pastoral team, and lay leaders (elders) have a clear vision for
the future of the church. The vision, built upon the cell church structure, is to have at
least seven satellite congregations at various locations throughout the city where it has
concentrations of cell groups. The use of multiple language congregations within the
existing churches and the addition of new satellite congregations have most certainly
contributed to the growth and expansion of the church.
The leadership has been able to communicate this vision well and to mobilize the
laity to carry out the vision. The senior pastor and certain elders also received high
marks for the quality and relevance of their preaching and teaching. The quality of the
worship service and of the preaching is one of the most determinative factors for growth.
Certainly the cell group structure and the mobilization of laity have been central
to the growth and expansion of this church. However, maintaining an adequate number
ofleaders, particularly committed and trained cell group leaders, is a major challenge as
well. As with many churches, the burden falls upon those most committed, and this
sometimes leads to bum-out. So, there is the constant challenge to train and mobilize
greater numbers of laity as the church grows and expands into new locations.
The cell group structure also provides the church with a structure that enables it to
effectively follow-up the social networks of church members. The cell group meetings
afford members an effective means to communicate the Christian message in a nonthreatening environment through acts of caring and sharing, through personal testimonies,
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through ministry and prayer, and in practical ways. In addition, the celebration services
of the church are perceived as warm and friendl y.
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
The church faces a challenge of maintaining unity between its pastoral staff and
key lay leaders, particularly in terms of who has the most power or influence when it
comes to making major decisions regarding the future direction of the church. The
continued growth and expansion of this church may rest on this issue alone.
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Damansara Utama Methodist Church CDUMC)
Profile of the Church
This fast growing English-language charismatic cell church was initially started in
1980 as an outreach of the Sungei Way-Subang Methodist Church into Damansara
Utama, a new housing estate. The new church start began with a core group of 22
members from the sponsoring church. Growth during the first decade was slow.
However, since the mid-1990s, the church has experienced exponential growth, the
average weekly combined attendance for the three English services in 2002 being 1,800

Figure AA6. DUMC SEA Park Worship Center (Ruby Theater).
persons. Following several moves necessary due to the rapid growth, in 1990 the church
leased the former Ruby Theater in the S.E.A. Park area of the Petaling District for use as
its worship center (See Figure AA.6). This facility provides the church with a large
parking area, a rare commodity in this congested urban area. The church continues to
utilize the former premise located in Taman Mayang for its offices, class rooms for
training, the former sanctuary being utilized for special functions such as children' s
events. The church established a Mandarin-speaking congregation in mid-1994, and a
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Bahasa-Melayu (Malay-language) congregation in 200 I . The church presently has ten
full-time and four part-time pastoral staff, seven full-time ministry staff, seven full-time
and three part-time administrative staff, five other paid church workers, and more than
455 lay volunteers serving in a variety of ministries. The church membership is primarily
composed of middle class and upper middle class English-speaking Chinese. In recent
years the church has become deeply involved in a variety of social ministries. Further,
the church has demonstrated a strong commitment to missions, both home and foreign
(Ho 2002, Personal interview; Kam 2002, Personal interview).
Conversion Story
One first-generation Christian from DUMC who accepted Christ at age 65 at a
church camp shared the following story. For many years this man was deeply involved in
Taoism. He was involved in running a temple where people sought healing from the
gods through the use of mediums. He was involved in fire-walking during special
festivals. He would have to fast for one week to prepare for such events. He also would
plunge his arm into boiling caldrons of oil, and sit on sedan chairs with sharp spikes, all
without any harm. While he was in a trance deities would appear before him. For over
ten years he also would visit Hindu temples and gurus searching for peace, even trying
spiritual meditation.
Although he had been exposed to Christianity while in primary school, and
through the years different Christians had witnessed to him, it had not made any
impression upon him . He often told them , "Don't waste your time, I'm a hard nut to
crack!" However, two daughters had become Christians without his knowledge, one of
them while studying in the United Kingdom. An older Chinese friend, whom she had
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met in London, had also returned to Kuala Lumpur and was attending DUMC. The
daughter introduced this friend to her father. Thereafter, this person witnessed to him
quite often, seemingly ,vithout influence, though he would confess later that he was
attracted to this man ' s life after he had died. After he had retired, his wife and son, who
were also attending DUMC, invited him to attend a worship service. He had attended
another church once before but had not been attracted. Reluctantly, he went to the
worship service at DUMC. During the singing in the worship service he looked carefully
at the words, and suddenly began to cry. He tried to control his tears and emotions, but
could not. This shocked him greatly. As the service ended he hurried out of the church.
An usher stopped him and asked him, "What's wrong?" He replied, "Your God made me
cry ~"

He refused any further attempt at dialogue and left. For several months he would

not return to the church. One of his daughters wrote and encouraged him, and told him to
just confess his sins. Later, some friends invited him to go to the church again, and again
the same thing occurred this time. He began to cry and was not able to control himself
A friend invited him to meet with the speaker who then prayed for him. Still nothing
happened. Yet, the pastor and church members were patient and caring. They did not
pressure him .
Soon thereafter, the church was holding a family camp. It was so cheap that he
decided he would attend to see what it was like. As the camp speaker spoke, a Chinese
deity attacked him. He experienced real spiritual warfare. Later, as he was prayed for, he
experienced being "slain in the Spirit." After much prayer he accepted Christ as his
personal savior, but then found that he could not sleep. The deity went after him. He had
severe headaches. An image of the deity would be spinning around and around in his
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head. But finally, it left him and has not returned! He now shares his testimony with any
who will listen, bearing a powerful witness to the power of Christ to save and deliver.
Before he had been a man of pride, but he has learned to be humble. He now has the
peace and joy for which he had long sought. He shared, "God is so real to me now! "
And then he shared something which 1 think is profound. He said, "This God is different
[different than the gods he had encountered before- my addition). He doesn' t show His
power, He shows His compassion! " He had seen the power of other deities. He knew
they were real and powerful. But he had never experienced compassion in his dealings
with these other deities. Now, he refuses even to visit the former temples. Although he
knows he is now free, he does not wish to be near these deities whom he once served
(Wong 2002, Personal interview).
History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
This church started in January 1980 as a result of a vision of the leadership of the
Sungei Way-Subang Methodist Church (often referred to as the SS Methodist Church).
The church initially utilized one shophouse. The congregation became an independent
church under the Trinity (English) Conference of the Methodist Church in Malaysia in
1984 after only four years (Ho 2002, Personal interview).
In 1986 the church experienced a mighty move of the Holy Spirit including
praying in tongues, prophecy, healing, other signs and gifts of the Spirit and
manifestations of God 's supernatural power. Several leaders from other charismatic
churches shared with the church during this time including the senior pastors of two other
churches included in this study. The church experienced steady growth during this
period. By 1988 attendance had grown to over 100, necessitating a move into a larger
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premise composed of two shop houses each with two floors located in the same general
area. In 1990 the church experienced a new visitation of the Holy Spirit which greatly
impacted the elders of the church. By 1993 the church had grown to over 220 persons
and was in need of additional space, so it acquired premises in Taman Mayang, a few
miles away (Ho 2002, Personal interview; Kam 2002, Personal interview).
In 1993 some of the leaders of the church attended a cell church conference at the
Faith Community Baptist Church in Singapore. Although the church had already
incorporated cells as a means of pastoral care and evangelistic outreach, the decision was
made to transition into and launch a cell church in 1993 (Kam 2002, Personal interview).
After successfully transitioning to a cell church format, the church experienced
phenomenal growth during the next few years, the average weekly attendance growing
from 200 to over 1,000, necessitating changing from one service to three services in the
new premises at Taman Mayang. In contrast to many other so-called mainline
denominational churches, but in a similar manner to many Pentecostal and charismatic
churches, the regular worship attendance of the church has consistently been higher than
the official membership, a factor viewed as a sign of health by some church growth
consultants (ElIas 1997: 17; Smith 1976:29; Waymire and Wagner 1984:7).
For a comparison of average weekly attendance with official membership, see
Figure AA.7 The decadal growth rate for attendance for the years 1991-2001 calculates
to be 936%. No records have been maintained of transfer growth so it was impossible to
calculate the exact impact of persons transferring in from other churches. Without
question however the church has benefited by some transfer growth (Ho 2002, Personal
interview; Kam 2002, Personal interview; Loy 2002, Personal interview).
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There are many factors which have undoubtedly contributed to the on-going
growth experienced by the church. A Mandarin congregation was established in mid
1996, and by 2002 it was averaging between 120-130 in attendance. During the entire
year of 1995 the church held Sunday night revival meetings during which the church
Utama Methodist Chu:rch
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Figure AA 7. Comparison of Official Membership and Average Weekly Attendance
Celebration Services, 1990-2002.
experienced a very special visitation of the Spirit. Daniel Ho became the full-time senior
pastor of the church in 1995. He has demonstrated outstanding gifts in preaching and
leadership, and has surrounded himself with an excellent pastoral team and church staff
known for their unity, commitment, and creativity. His gifts in preaching and teaching
further served to attract new people, and to communicate the vision for the on-going
development of the cell ministry with particular emphasis upon the centrality and
importance of utilizing people' s social networks for personal evangelism. As needs
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became apparent new ministries were added, such as the establishment of a Bahasa
Melayu (Malay language) service in 2001 which is now averaging 45 in attendance.
During 2002 the church conducted a forty day period of prayer and fasting, meeting early
every morning for more than two hours. The attendance and participation in these
services was widespread, precipitating spiritual renewal for many. The church has
continued to grow with the average weekly attendance at the celebration services in 2002
totaling more than 1,800 persons.
The statistical data related to baptisms also clearly demonstrates that the church
Darnansara Utama Methodist Church (DUMC)
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has experienced substantial conversion growth in recent years, particularly following the
successful transition in 1996 to the cell-based format for the church (See Figure AA.8).

It is perhaps important to note that such a transition typically takes a few years to
precipitate noticeable change (Kam 2002, Personal interview).
Preliminary evidence clearly links the launching of the cell church in 1993 to the
exponential growth of the church; the number of cells have grown to over 145 in the past
ten years (See Figure AA.9). Interestingly, 38 of these cells are among children and
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youth. A comparison of the graphs related to average weekly attendance, the annual
number of baptisms, and the number of cell groups reveals dramatic increases in all three
occurring simultaneously. In addition to providing the basic vehicle for outreach to nonChristians, the cell group system has provided the church a workable structure to provide
pastoral care to the large numbers of new persons coming to faith. Furthermore, the cell
groups have provided individuals members a means through which to discover their
spiritual gifts, to explore God' s calling upon their lives, and to receive training for active
Damansara Utama Methodist Church (DUMe)
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Figure AA.9. Annual Number of Cell Groups, 1990-2002.
involvement in some aspect of ministry within the church. Presently between 50-60% of
those attending the church are involved in cell groups. The church has selected the theme
"Year of Ministry" for 2003, and hopes to increase the level of cell involvement to 80%.
By 2000 the premises at Taman Mayang had become inadequate to accommodate
the continuous growth, and the church leased the former Ruby Theater in S.E.A. Park to
accommodate the growing numbers attending the weekly celebration services (See Figure
AA.6). Attendance at the weekly celebration services and other special events has
continued to grow since acquiring the use of this larger facility. This facility has allowed
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the church to improve its quality of worship through the creative use of media and the
creative arts. In addition, this location provides much larger parking facilities (a rare
commodity in this crowded urban area) which most certainly have contributed to the
growth as well. The lease on this facility expires in 2003, and it is unknown at this time
whether the church will be able to renew the lease. Therefore, the church is presently
looking for other possible sites to provide adequate worship facilities for the growing
congregation (Ho 2002, Personal interview).
In addition to the exponential growth in numbers and the formation of many
different ministries allowing wide member participation, the Damansara Utama
Methodist Church has become deeply involved in social ministries of various types. It
established a community service arm called Community Excel Services (CES) which
operates several ministries including a ministry to handicapped children and teenagers, a
parent's support group for those with handicapped children, a ministry to street people, a
ministry to senior adults, a child development center, and an English tuition center
(DUMC Ministry Handbook 2003 ; Ho 2002, Personal interview; Kam 2002, Personal
interview).
Further, the church has demonstrated a growing commitment to and involvement
in missions. In addition to sending short-term mission teams to countries including
Cambodia and China, the church supports a variety of missionaries and mission
organizations through an annual offering which totaled more than $1 million Malaysian
Ringgit (RM) in 2002 (approximately $250,000.00 US).
The church is a member of the Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist
Church. It sends in its regular support to the conference, and releases people to do
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ministry within other churches. The church invites all Methodist pastors and their wives
to attend their annual cell church training conferences free of charge, and provides them
with free training materials. However, the church appoints its own pastoral staff, and this
has become a point of contention at times since the conference ordinarily appoints or
assigns ministers to churches versus the local church calling its own pastoral staff. Some
of the pastoral staff would not meet the conferences' normal requirements for ministerial
appointment based on the attainment of certain educational qualifications, the church
preferring to call persons based on experience and performance (Ho 2002). This does not
appear to be an issue which is negatively affecting the growth and vitality of the church
or its leadership, quite the opposite in fact. It encourages people from within the church
to move toward full-time Christian service. The church has promoted interdenominational cooperation and training related to the cell church, and now has a wide
and growing influence throughout the entire country and surrounding region.
Kev Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Personal interviews conducted with the senior pastor and two other members of
the pastoral staff, two key lay leaders, and seven first-generation converts provided
important insights related to the factors involved in the growth of this church. Having
attended the worship and other special services of the church, where I could observe the
quality of the preaching, the nature and quality of the worship, and the interaction of
persons attending the church, provided additional insights into the nature and workings of
this church (See Table A.2 for a summary of the findings).
This church has a gifted pastoral team . It is known for the unity and personal
relationships between team members. They all work very hard. They practice and model
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Table A.2
Name of Church:

Damansara Utama Methodist Church
Factors Contributing to Church Growth

Factors Cited

Leadership-Vision,
Unity
Pastoral T earn
PreachingfTeaching
Cell Groups
Laity Involvement
WorshiplMusic
Prayer
Friendly, Caring
Congregation
Met Practical Needs
Social Ministries &
Community Work
Personal Visitation
Children ' s Ministry
Youth Ministry
Student Ministry
Ladies Ministry
Evangelistic Emphasis
Multiple Language
Congregations
Satellite Churches
Missions
Locati onIF aci I iti es
Disciplingffraining
Harvest Events
Supernatural Events
Holy Spirit/God's
Presence & Grace
Activities & Programs
Planning & Strategizing
Pastoral Care &
Counseling
Other

RI
o e an dN urn bero fP ersons Itm! a SipecI°fiIC GrowthF actor
Pastoral
Ministry
Admino Key Lay
FirstStaff
Staff
Staff
Leaders
Generation
Converts
3
1
3
2
3
3
2
1

1
2
2

7
7
6
1

2

2
2
1

4
3
7

1

1
1

4
2

1

I
1

1

]

2

2
1
3

1
1

2
2
2
1

2

3
1

2
2
1
4
5
2
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what they preach and teach. The senior pastor is a gifted preacher and teacher as well as
a visionary leader. His preaching and teaching is seen as relevant, focusing on many
practical aspects of life as well as interesting. This alone attracts and helps to retain
many people. He has surrounded himself with an excellent team of people, both pastoral
and lay, who support the vision of developing a large church with a cell-based structure.
Excellence is expected by the pastoral team, and the quality of the worship service
reflects it. The persons involved in the various worship teams do an excellent job in
leading the church to experience the Lord's presence. The music, instrumental as well as
choral backup, is done well, and the worship team utilizes a variety of styles of music,
media, technology, and creative arts including dance and drama to enhance the worship
experience. The people are quite friendly, warm and welcoming to visitors. The church
ushers and parking attendants do an excellent job in managing the flow of people, and in
greeting and assisting visitors to the church.
The statistical data bears strong evidence to the impact of the decision to fully
implement the cell church concept in the church in 1996. This structure has allowed the
church the means to provide pastoral care to the members of the fast growing
congregation. Most importantly, it serves as the primary means to retain, assimilate,
disciple, and train new Christians. Further, it has served as a means to train, equip, and
mobilize the membership for supporting the multiplication of cell groups and the
evangelistic thrust through this cell system . There is an intentional effort to reach the unchurched through the home fellowship groups (cells), many people intentionally seeking
to build relationships with non-Christians within their social networks. The cell system
thus serves as the cutting edge for evangelistic outreach into the non-Christian
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community. Each cell periodically plans harvest events to reach the people with whom
relationships have been built. Sometime these harvest events are done in cooperation
with other cell groups, and sometimes these events are church-wide.
Having had the privilege of attending some services during the 40-day fast and
prayer meeting called in early 2002, I can testify that this church believes in the
importance of prayer and, more importantly, really does pray! This is also true of cell
group meetings where people are invited to share testimonies to answered prayer, and to
share personal needs so that others might pray. Prayer is constantly emphasized by all
persons involved in leadership, from the senior pastor to the cell group leader. The
leadership and the members expect God to answer prayer. And, He does!
Great emphasis is placed upon the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. Pastors
and people expect God to manifest His presence through healing and other supernatural
acts. Each worship service ends with a time of ministry in which people are invited to
respond to the Lord's presence in their midst. It is not unusual to see the entire front of
the church filled with people praying or seeking personal ministry.
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
The church is presently looking for a larger facility or for property upon which it
can build a larger worship center in order to facilitate and accommodate further growth.
In addition, the church is presently looking at various options to provide better care for its
existing cell group leaders as well as to mobilize additional numbers of cell group
leaders. One option currently being studied is known as the 0-12 Movement.

7
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Full Gospel Assembly (KL)
Profile of the Church
Presently one of the largest churches in Malaysia, the Full Gospel Assembly
(FGA) actually had its beginnings in a private residence in 1979. Several Christians who
had become charismatic (experienced the baptism in the Holy Spirit, notably marked by
speaking in tongues), and who were no longer welcome within their denominational
churches (mainly Brethren Assemblies), gathered weekly to pray and worship God.
Within a short time it became apparent to all involved that the Lord was leading them to
begin a new church where the 'Full Gospel" could be preached without any restraint.
From this humble beginning, the weekly attendance at the FGA (KL) and its satellite

AAIO. Full Gospel Assembly (Wisma
congregations now totals over 7,000 people. The FGA (KL), the church pictured in
Figure AA.10, averages nearly 5,000 in total weekly attendance at the various services
there, while attendance at the nine satellite congregations and four additional outreaches
located throughout the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area totals over 2,000. In

8
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addition to the numerous worship services in English, this mega church also has Chinese,
Tamil, Bahasa Melayu (Malay-language), and Filipino congregations. The church
presently has 70 full-time and two part-time pastoral staff, 53 full-time and four part-time
administrative staff, 11 other paid workers, and more than 400 lay volunteers involved in
active ministry. The various congregations making up the church cut across the complete
range of socio-economic classes and races. In fact, one can find people from many
different racial and ethnic groups as well as nearly every socio-economic level of society
(from the ultra-wealthy to the extremely poor), attending the English-language services.
The FGA (KL) is one of the few churches in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area
which has successfully bridged these barriers.
Two Key Ministries of the Church
While there are many notable ministries in this church, the following two unique
and influential ministries deserve special attention. Few churches in the Greater Kuala
Lumpur metropolitan area have developed effective ministries among the poor. The
FGA is a note worthy

exception~

In addition, the children 'S ministry at FGA is an

outstanding model for effective ministry to children.
Ministry to the urban poor. FGA' s commitment to social ministry and home
missions' is demonstrated by the development of Community Development Services in
1999. This organization provides direction for several other unique and cutting edge
ministries including: (1) Inner City Ministries and Urban Food Sharing, headed up by
Elisha Tan; (2) Medical Missions, headed up by Dr. John George; (3) Ministry to the
Urban Poor, headed up by Dr. M.S. Maniam; and (4) Ministry to Old Folks, headed up by
Dr. Chan Hooi Har (FGA 2002:20).
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While all of the aforementioned ministries are making an important contribution
to the churchs commitment to minister to and with the poor in the city, the Ministry to
the Urban Poor is of particular significance. This ministry grew out of the involvements
of Ms. Lydia Paul, a dynamic young Indian woman, who in 1990 started a tuition
program for children in one squatter area of the city. The ministry has since expanded
and has established numerous ministries in squatter areas scattered throughout the
Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. Although the government is moving quickly to
provide housing for the poor, through redevelopment projects throughout the
metropolitan area, there are more than 200 such squatter areas at this present time. In
addition, there are many other low cost or slum housing areas scattered about the entire
metropolitan area as well. The FGA has effectively identified needs and developed
relationships within at least 40 of these squatter or low cost housing areas, and has begun
a variety of ministries for poor families, especially focusing upon the needs of women
and children. As the ministry has grown it has developed into a four-pronged holistic
community development program focusing on meeting basic human needs. The four
areas are: (1) Educare-provides tuition classes, study skills training, preparation for
government school exams, school registration aid, financial assistance for needy students
including qualified tertiary students, assistance with school placement, organizes
intensive IT training to equip youth with basic computer skills, vocational training and
job placement support; (2) Medicare-through networking with doctors and nurses from
local area hospitals and clinics, people are provided with free medical check-ups, medical
help and referrals, free medications, health, hygiene and diet consultations; (3)
Youthcare-includes uniformed groups such as Boys Brigade, language and cultural
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programs such as dance and drama classes and musical training, games and sports events,
gotong-royong campaigns (neighborhood cleanup campaigns), and community awareness

programs; and (4) Socialcare-includes counseling services, provision of basic needs
including food and clothing, legal aid, general referrals, disaster relief, and much more.
This ministry networks with other individuals and ministries within the church as
well as individuals and organizations outside the church. While many of the lay
volunteers come from the Tamil Church, many professionals such as teachers, medical
doctors, lawyers, and others come from the Chinese and English churches. The English
church also provides much ofthe financial support for this ministry. The pastor of the
Tamil church works closely to evangelize and assimilate Indian converts into the Tamil
congregation, the church providing free transportation to those interested in attending the
worship services. The FGA is willing to partner with other churches from evangelical
denominations as well, even offering to tum over ministries already developed in specific
areas. They will provide the necessary introductions, training and assistance necessary
for another church to become involved in this ministry to the urban poor. The long-term
goal is to see a Christian community center operating in every squatter and low cost
housing area throughout the entire metropolitan area (Maniam 2002, Personal interview;
Ong 2001 :3-9; Paul 2002, Personal interview; Tan 2002:3-8).
Children' s ministry. At present over 1,000 children are attending the weekly
Sunday services of the church. While there have been several persons involved in
directing this ministry over the years, the wife of one of the founding elders has served as
the director for the program since 1992. An American missionary specializing in
children' s ministry made a valuable contribution to training people for this ministry as
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well as establishing the Children Ministry Training Program (CMTP) which is conducted
annually for teachers and helpers involved in children"s ministry from FGA as well as
other interested churches (Lee 2002 :3).
In addition to providing Children 's Church during the same times as the adult
worship services in the church, the Children ' s Ministry is also involved in training
children for active participation in the life and worship of the church through the
Children' s School of Ministry (CSOM). This ministry includes a children ' s choir as well
as offering classes in other aspects of worship and ministry including dance, timbrels,
drama, musical instruments, arts and crafts, missions and intercession (Lee 2002:2)_ Tn
addition, the Children' s Ministry is also actively involved in local schools, both Christian
and non-Christian.
In recent years the church has also developed a program called Neighborhood

Friendship Clubs (NFCs) to reach out to non-Christian children between the ages of four
to twelve all over the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area-a sort of "church
without walls program." These groups meet in the homes of church members in different
parts of the metropolitan area, and include a variety of programs, games and fun activities
plus the ministry of God' s Word. This ministry was initially started in 1996, and has now
expanded to nine different geographical areas of the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan
area (Lee 2002: 1-5).
History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
The first official meeting of thi s new church took place on April 8, 1979 in the
home of one of the two founding elders, Dr. Koh Eng Kiat, a lecturer at the University of
Malaya at that time. The other founding elder, Mr. Ang Chui Lai, a lawyer, was his
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brother-in-law, Dr. Koh having married his sister. A Chinese-speaking service was also
soon developed. These two deeply committed Christians and their families , along with
several other Christians totaling approximately sixty (40 English-speaking and 20
Chinese-speaking) people from varying denominational backgrounds who had corne into
a charismatic experience, little realized that from these humble beginnings God would
develop a mega-church with nine satellite churches and several other outreaches now
totaling over 7,000 people (Cha 2002:14-15; FGA 1996:21; Koh 1991:5).
By early 1980 it became necessary to rent a shophouse to accommodate the group
as it had grown far too large to meet in the private residence. Within another year
attendance had grown to about 400, and the group realized that they needed a much larger
worship facility. In 1981 the church began utilizing home fellowship groups (equivalent
of cell groups), and sponsored a Christian drug rehabilitation program (FGA 2002: 17).
In mid-1981 they rented the top floor of the Majestic Hotel, and attendance quickly
increased to between 800 and 900. Not very long after the group learned that the
government planned to take over the Majestic Hotel to transform it into an art gallery. So
the church family began to pray and seek the Lord' s guidance for an adequate location
for the fast growing church. Finally a realtor in the church learned of a defunct cinema
for sale and, although it required a major step of faith, the church purchased the building
(See Figure AA.ll). Following minor renovations, the church held its first worship
service in its new facilities in Taman Goodwood in December of 1983 (FGA 1996:21 ;
FGA 2002: 17-18; Koh 1991:6-7).
Following the move to Taman Goodwood, the church experienced both
qualitative and quantitative growth. Attendance increased from approximately 1000 in
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1983 to 2200 by 1991 in the English congregation, and from 150 in 1983 to 700 by 1991
in the Chinese congregation. The marked numerical growth came from persons who had
to leave mainline denominational churches, but there was also significant conversion
growth during these formative years as well. Each move of the church into larger
facilities was marked by continued and sometimes exponential growth as the

following graphs clearly indicate. The decadal growth rate for the English congregation
during these formative years (1979-1989) in the life of the church is 5,775% (See Figure
AA.12). The growth within the Chinese congregation, though not as dramatic, was also
consistent, the decadal growth rate being 2,700% (See Figure AA.13).
During these years of expansion, many new ministries were formed based on the
needs of people and the burdens that God laid upon the hearts of committed church
members. Recognizing the need for and importance of intercessory prayer, the church
established its "Early Watch" prayer meeting in mid-1986. In total the church had some
40 departments functioning by that time, all oversight being provided by the two
founding elders and the Oversight Committee (Koh 1991:7). The composition of the
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English congregation was primarily middle to upper-middle class, including many young
to middle age professionals. In contrast, the composition of the Chinese congregation
was primarily from the lower working classes, and middle classes, a significant number

being from the older generations. While there was a significant minority Indian
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Figure AA.B . Average Weekly Attendance in the Chinese Church, 1979-1989.
component, the majority of active persons were Chinese in origin (Koh 1991:4). In 1985
a Bahasa Melayu (Malay-language) service was added, and in 1989 the church
established a Tamil Church (attendance averaged approximately 300 by 2002) (FGA
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2002 : 19). Since the church does not require people to become members, attention has
largely focused upon attendance at the weekly worship services. While some data is
known to be accurate, other data in these formative years in the church is estimated (it
was possible to achieve a level of accuracy through graphing the data based on points of
certainty)(Koh 1991:2).
In this past decade the church has continued to experience rapid growth, until just

the past few years during which it has declined moderately. During this past decade the
leaders of the church realized that existing facilities limited the potential growth of the
church, and thus made the decision to expand the existing facilities by building a new
church complex on property adjacent to the existing worship center. In December of
2001 the church opened a new multi-level building, Wi sma FGA, which contains three
levels for function rooms, one level for office space, five levels for much needed parking
(the area surrounding the church is extremely congested), a new 1,000 seat auditorium
and a prayer tower (See Figure AA. I 0). The church continues to utilize the old theater
for various worship services too.
The leaders also realized the need to expand beyond the use of a single church
center, and therefore made the decision to also begin planting satellite churches at various
locations throughout the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area and beyond where the
church had substantial numbers of people meeting in home fellowship groups (cell
groups). Further, it was felt that developing this new work might counteract what was
perceived as complacency among some members of the church. In addition, due to the
on-going rural to urban migration occurring in the country and the development of new
housing estates, the church ' s leadership felt that they needed to establish new work in the
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many housing estates around the periphery of the city. Beginning in 1990 the church has
planted nwnerous satellite churches and outreach centers (some English and some
Chinese-speaking) including the following : FGA Sungai Besar (Chinese) (1990); FGA
Raub/Sungai Ruan (1990); FGA Selayang (1994); FGA Puchong (1994); FGA Hutan
Melintang (Chinese) (1994); FGA USJ (1996); FGA Jinjang (1996); FGA Cheras
(Chinese) (1996): FGA Sungai Buloh (1997); FGA Cheras (1997); FGA Rawang (1999);
FGA Serdang (Chinese) (1999): FGA Kajang (2002). The total attendance at all of the
satellite churches and outreaches is approximately 2,000 at this time (Ang 2000, Personal
interview; FGA 2002 : 18-20; Koh 2000, Personal interview).
The decadal growth rate for all congregations combined (all language groups and
all satellite churches for the years 1991-2001 is 67%. In 2000 two satellite churches
experienced a moderate decline due to internal problems and to having lost significant
numbers of people to other new area churches, including two other churches in this study.

In addition, another leader within the church started an independent church called the
River of Life Sanctuary, and this took some people from the FGA as well (Ang 2003, Email correspondence).
In spite of such disappointments the church has continued to expand its ministries.
And, the attendance figures for 2002 show a moderate increase possibly indicating that
the downward trend has perhaps been reversed. Regrettably, accurate statistical records
relatedto specific language congregations and specific satellite churches has not been
maintained until just the past three years, so it is not possible to clearly track the growth
and or decline in each congregation making up the total FGA. This type of statistical
data would have provided the church leadership with valuable data to understand and
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perhaps resolve issues impacting the growth or decline in each of these individual
congregations, as well as providing valuable historical data for studying the growth and
expansion of the church and individual congregations.
The graph related to the annual number of home fellowship groups (cell groups)
within the English church reveals an actual decline over previous years in the number of
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home fellowship groups, the basic structure essential to providing further growth and
expansion. The leveling off of the numbers in recent years appears to mirror the
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stagnation in tenns of growth in attendance as well. Data related to the number of home
fellowship groups in the Chinese-speaking congregations was not available at the time of
writing.
The many different ministries within the FGA have afforded its members a
variety of opportunities for ministry, which in turn has afforded the church an opportunity
to meet a variety of needs within the community as well. While the FGA has certainly
grown due to transfer growth as people from many different denominational backgrounds
gravitated to the church for many reasons, no statistical data are available in relation to
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transfers as the church maintains no formal membership role. However, the statistical
data related to baptisms for both the English and Chinese congregations indicate that the
growth of the FGA has also involved significant conversion growth in addition to
biological and transfer growth. The statistical data shown in the graphs represent the
years during which accurate records have been maintained for the annual number of
baptisms within the English and Chinese congregations (the data includes all satellite
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churches as well as the main church) (See Figure AA.16 and Figure AA.17). These data
clearly reveal a strong and consistent trend in conversion growth for the entire
documented history of the church. The particularly high number of baptisms in recent
years is perhaps a very positive sign that the church is reaching many un-churched
people. This may bode well for the church if it is able to assimilate these new Christians
into active ministries within the church.

The fluctuations in the graphs for the English
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and Chinese congregations seem to largely parallel each other. This would seem to
suggest that the same factors have been impinging upon conversion growth in both of
these language congregations during the time period being addressed, namely the mid1980s to the present.

In addition to the formation of new language congregations, new satellite
churches, and other ministries such as the Ministry to the Urban Poor and the Children' s
Ministry previously discussed, the FGA has developed a number of other significant
ministries during the past decade. In 1990 the church started its own Bible college
known as the Royal Priesthood Bible College to provide training for persons within the
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church desiring involvement in various ministry activities. A prison ministry, initial1y
started in the 1980s by two former members of the pastoral staff, was formally
established in 1990 (FGA 2002 : 18-19). FGA also operates two orphanages. In 1991 the
church acquired two acres of property in Genting Highlands (a cool highland location
famous as a resort and gambling area), and in 1993 it opened a prayer retreat and fullservice camping facilities there known as Peacehaven, large enough to accommodate 300
campers or conference guests. This facility is also available to other Christian groups for
retreats, camps, and conferences (FGA 2002 : 19; Koh 1991 :2).
The church has demonstrated a longstanding commitment to missions, both home
and foreign, beginning a Missions' Department as early as 1982. Since that time the
church has supported a variety of missionaries and mission agencies and has sent many
short-term teams to various countries within the region. This on-going missions'
involvement precipitated the development of Full Gospel Assembly Cambodia Child
Care Center located near Phnom Penh, the capital city of Cambodia. This center provides
housing, care, education, and spiritual direction to over 100 poor children and orphans
who might otherwise end up as homeless children on the streets of the capital city where
such children often fall prey to many vices. The FGA also formed a partnership with
another organization called Project Khmer HOPE founded by the St. Andrew' s Cathedral
in Singapore. Through this partnership another center named the Seeds of Hope Child
Care Center was jointly dedicated in May 2002 to provide a dormitory for girls and
additional staff quarters to expand this ministry to needy children (Tan 2002:3-7).
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Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
The personal character and spiritual lives ofthe founding elders was a central
component in the development of this great church. Through their leadership, they
brought together a group of committed, talented, and resourceful people who have
sacrificially worked together to build this mega-church and its attending ministries.
Personal interviews conducted with the two founding elders, one other member of
the ministry staff, and seven first-generation converts revealed different aspects related to
the on-going growth and expansion of this church. Further, having the opportunity to be
a participant observer at various worship services in the church afforded me the
opportunity to observe the quality of preaching, the quality and style of the worship
service, and to gain some sense ofthe congregational life. Further, I have had different
ministry staff present lectures as well as students write about specific aspects of
ministries related to FGA in classes I taught at a local seminary (See Table A.3 for a
summary of the findings).
The factor most often cited as important to the growth of the church was the role
and importance that the home fellowship groups (FGA terminology for cell groups)
played in attracting people to the Christian faith, to assimilating people into the church,
and to providing Christian education and training enabling people to become
meaningfully involved in the life and work of the church. The home fellowships allow
people to examine Christianity from a distance, without having to go to a church,
something which is very threatening or intimidating to many people in this multi-cultural
and multi-religious country. It also affords people an opportunity to really experience the
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Table A. 3
Full Gospel Assembly
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Factors Contributing to Church Growth
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o e an d N urn be ro fP ersons 1m g a S)peci'fiIC G ro wth Fact or
Factors Cited

Leadership-Vision,
Unity
Pastoral T earn
PreachingITeaching
Cell Groups
Laity Involvement
WorshiplMusic
Prayer
Friendly, Caring
Congregation
Met Practical Needs
Social Ministries &
Community Work
Personal Visitation
Children' s Ministry
Youth Ministry
Student Ministry
Ladies Ministry
Evangelistic Emphasis
Multiple Language
Congregations
I Satellite Churches
I Missions
Locati onIF ac iIi ti es
Discipling/Training
Harvest Events
Supernatural Events
Holy Spirit/God's
Presence & Grace
Activities & Programs
Planning & Strategizing
Pastoral Care &
Counseling
Other

Pastoral
Staff

Ministry
Staff

2

I

2
3
....

Admin ,
Staff

Key Lay
Leaders

FirstGeneration
Converts
I
5

I
I

4

2
2

6
I
3
3
5

2

4
4

.)

I

1
3
2

3

1

2
2
2
2
2

3

1
1

]

2
4

I
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power of God at work in people ' s lives through hearing testimonies of answered prayers,
and through seeing the Body of Christ caring for and sharing with one another.
Closely linked to the role of these small groups was the teaching provided by the
church, either through the home fellowship groups, or through a variety of programs at
church including seminars and even classes in the church 's own Bible school. In
addition, the preaching was cited as being very influential in why people remained in the
church. Many persons stressed the fact that the church offered them a wide variety of
ministries, something for everyone, regardless of age or gender.
Respect for and an appreciation of the ministry of the pastoral team was also cited
as an important factor as to why people both came to faith and chose to be a part of the
FGA family. The church received high marks for being a friendly caring community,
perhaps reflecting the caring nature of the full-time pastoral staff and, equally important,
the ministry of home fellowship group leaders.
Several persons simply cited the close proximity of the church to their residence
as being a key factor in why they chose to attend and become involved in the church.
Location does make a difference. This lends credibility to the vision of the church' s
leadership to plant satellite congregations in different areas of the city, especially where
they having growing numbers of cell groups. Establishing new satellite churches is one
means of making the church more accessible to people. When there are several home
fellowship groups located in a specific area of the city and these groups express a desire
to form a satellite church, the Oversight Committee of the church works and prays with
them concerning this issue. When the request is approved, the church then assists these
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members in locating an adequate meeting place to develop a new satellite church,
providing additional resources when needed.
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
Over the past few years the two founders of the FGA have begun the task of
transitioning the responsibility for oversight of the church and its many satellite
congregations as well as other significant ministries to the Oversight Committee. There
are obviously concerns as to whether the new leaders can continue to build upon the great
heritage of the two founding elders. Certainly this remains the greatest challenge facing
this church in the next few years. It remains essential that the existing leadership of the
church maintain the unity and harmony necessary to support the existing pastoral team,
ministry and administrative team, and most especially the volunteer lay leaders.
The FGA is finding it difficult to maintain the level of commitment and
involvement among the laity necessary to continue the rapid growth and expansion the
church has experienced in the past. Many lay people already lead very busy lives, and it
is difficult to demand more of them. Sometimes those who have faithfully served are
simply tired, verging on burn-out, and needing both rest and perhaps affirmation, versus
pressure to generate greater numbers. This church must find some way to care for its
most committed lay leaders, especially the home fellowship leaders, while at the same
time mobilizing the additional leaders necessary to spawn further growth.
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Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church
Profile of the Church
Begun as a Sunday School class in the Bible Institute of Malaysia (now the Bible
College of Malaysia (BCM), the Assembly of God Bible school located on the same site
as the church), Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church (See Figure AA.18), officially
founded in 1963. The church has English, Cantonese, Mandarin, and Tamil
congregations. The average weekly attendance for all congregations combined has now
grown to over 2,000. The church presently has three English worship services, one on
Saturday night, and two on Sunday. It is a full-fledged cell church, all congregations
utilizing cell groups as the basic structure for the church. The church currently has

Figure AA.18. Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church.
seven full-time pastoral staff, eight full-time ministry staff, 16 full-time and two part-time
administrative staff, 31 paid staff involved in Life Community Services (LCS), six other
paid workers, and 368 lay volunteers involved in a variety of ministries both in and
outside the church. Due to the on-going growth in attendance in recent years the church
has out grown its present facilities (Leoh 2003, E-mail correspondence).
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Recently the church purchased a four and one-half acre site in a former industrial
area within the Petaling District, the property containing a large office complex, two
large covered parking facilities, and a large area of exposed parking (See Figure AA.19).
The English congregation is remodeling one of the covered parking areas to create a
2,000 seat sanctuary, and has plans in the future to convert the other covered area into a
sports and recreational complex to meet the needs of the congregation and to attract the
many students at nearby universities and colleges.

AA19. Glad Tidings Assembly of God (New Office, Classroom Facilities, and
Tamil Congregation).
The growing Chinese congregation will take full possession of the existing church
building when these renovations are completed, thus providing them which their own
facility as well as much need office and classroom space. The Tamil congregation will
have separate worship facilities within the new office complex. The church is committed
to a variety of social ministries within the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. In
addition, the Glad Tidings church has strong commitments to and involvements in
missions. These new facilities should provide the various congregations making up the
Glad Tiding church with adequate space for new growth for many years.
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Key Ministries ofthe Church
The Parousia Generation, as the youth church is called, is among the fastest
growing segments in this church. For a few years (1993-1996) the meeting time for the
youth was changed from Sunday to Saturday evening. This apparently didn' t work well
as in 1997 under a new youth pastor the meeting was again changed to Sunday. The
youth have their own service except on the first Sunday of the month when they join their
parents in the main service to partake of communion together as a family. Since the
church' s constitution does not allow youth below the age of 18 to vote in the official
business meetings, the youth church now has its own membership. They therefore are
able to make many of the decisions regarding the direction of their own worship services
as well as ministries directly related to the youth church (Leoh 2002, Personal interview).
The youth church also has cell groups, presently having seven college cells and 4
secondary cells. These cell groups are providing the youth church a means to impact the
large and receptive student population in several nearby colleges, universities, and
secondary schools, thus contributing to the rapid growth of the youth church.
One member of the youth church wrote concerning the youth, "They are the
driving force

behind the growth of the church" (Lee 2003, E-mail correspondence).

Being freed from many family obligations, the youth are perhaps more actively involved
in inviting friends to attend the church services. In addition, the youth church plans
concerts and other special services to attract and meet the needs of young people. The
statistical data related to the youth church certainly seems to confirm the truth of this
statement (See Figure AA.22). The decadal growth rate for 1991-2001 being 553%.
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History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
The Bible Institute of Malaysia (BIM), founded in 1960, has played a central role
in the growth and expansion of the Assemblies of God throughout Malaysia. A Sunday
School was developed on the BIM campus in 1960, thus providing another practical
church ministry for students. Due to the aggressive evangelism, distribution of tracts,
visitation, and Bible teaching, it was only natural that a weekly worship service would
develop. This fledging worship service within the chapel of the Bible school was the
beginnings of the Glad Tidings Assembly of God Church, one of the largest and fastest
growing churches in the denomination. An American missionary, the person to first
envision the need for a school to train persons for ministry, served as the first Dean of
Students at BIM as well as the first pastor of the Glad Tidings church (1963-64) (Cheah
1987:14-18; Choo 2001 :2).
In the years following this humble beginning, the church was blessed by a series
of pastors, some expatriate and some national, whose ministries each contributed to the
on-going growth and expansion of the church. The church continued to meet in the
chapel of the Bible Institute during these early years. By 1979 attendance had surpassed
400 and a second service was started. By 1981 a third service was added to
accommodate the continued growth in attendance. The existing worship facility was
completed in mid-1984, having a seating capacity of approximately 900 people. As the
church grew other ministries were added including a Chinese-speaking congregation
which was started in 1977 (Choo 2001 :3).
Between the years 1963-1992 Glad Tidings church planted many other churches
throughout Malaysia, many of which have not only become independent but also fast

399
growing churches in their own right. These include the following: (I) Full Gospel
Tabernacle, Overseas Union Garden; New Life Sanctuary, Taman Megah; Gospel
Assembly, Damansara Jaya; Subang Jaya Assembly, Subang Jaya; Glad Tidings
Assembly, Port Dickson; Good Tidings Assembly, Shah Alam; Abundant Life Church,
Cheras; Glad Tidings Sunway, Bandar Sunway; Glad Tidings Sri Damansara, Sri
Damansara; and others including Tamil churches and preaching points (Choo 2001:4).
Since transitioning into a cell church, the emphasis has been upon growing a megachurch through additional satellite churches versus planting independent churches (Leoh
2002, Personal interview).
The present pastor, Rev. Dr. Vincent Leoh, who is also presently the General
Superintendent of the Assemblies of God in Malaysia, came to the church in 1992. Under
his leadership the church has experienced remarkable growth necessitating additional
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Figure AA.20. Average Weekly Attendance for All Congregations.
worship services. The graph in Figure AA.20 reveals the average weekly attendance for
all congregations making up the Glad Tidings church, whereas other graphs following
provide detailed information related to each of the other congregations within the church.
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The decadal attendance growth rate for all combined congregations for 1991-2001 is
187%. The graph in Figure AA.21 depicts the average attendance of all English
Glad Tldlnga As• • mb'v of God (All EngU.h Congregations)
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Figure AA.21 . Average Wee1dy Attendance for Combined English Services.
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Figure AA.22. Average Wee1dy Attendance English Adult Congregations.
congregations in the church (adult, youth and children), while the graphs in Figure
AA.22, Figure AA.23, and Figure AA.24 depict separately the attendance in the adult,
youth, and children's congregations related to the English church. This detailed data
greatly enhances one's efforts to understand the nature of growth within the church. It
enables the church leadership to note areas of strengths and weaknesses, and assists them

401
in making corrections and in developing more adequate strategies and programs for
addressing the needs of the churched and for developing more appropriate and effective
Glad Tldlnu_ Asaembly (Youth Congregation)
300

200

+-------~

__________________________

~-----

__

-----~

__

~--

i~
f'~ ~----~--·----~---~---~-~·

J -t------~--'-~......:,..;....-~--.:..
,ex>

1990

1991

1992

1993

199..,J

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

Years

Figure AA23. Average Weekly Attendance at Youth Church (English).
Glad Tidings Assembly of God (.Junior Church-English Children"s Church)
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Figure AA.24. Average Weekly Attendance at Junior Church (Children's English).
ministries to reach the various social segments within the un-churched community. The
decadal growth rate for all English congregations is 144%, while the English adult
congregation alone for the years 1991-2001 is 119%. The decadal growth rate for the
Youth Church for the years 1991-2001 is 553%. These calculations reveal that growth
among the youth is far ahead of any other single segment within the English church
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(Tang 2001 : 17). The decadal growth rate for the Junior Church for the years 1991-2001
calculates to be 114%. Growth among the children' s segment of the church appears to
lag slightly behind all other segments of the English church in recent years.
After attending a cell church conference at Faith Community Baptist Church in
Singapore in 1993, Pastor Leoh and other members of the pastoral team caught the vision
for starting cell group ministries within the English congregation (Choo 2001:8-9; Leoh
2002, Personal interview). For a few years the church functioned as a church with cells
before fully transitioning to a cell church. The transition actually took place rather
smoothly. Although the church has experienced steady growth from its founding, since
the transition to the cell group ministry the church has experienced growth that continues
unabated (Leoh 2002, Personal interview).
Glad Tidings Assembly of God (Chinese Congregation)
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Figure AA25. Average Weekly Attendance for Chinese Congregation.
Rev. James Wong has served as the pastor of the Chinese church since 1991.
Beginning with only a Cantonese service, the Chinese church added a Mandarin service
in 2000. Prior to 2001, the Mandarin service was held in the BCM chapel in the morning,
while the Cantonese service was conducted in the main church auditorium on Sunday
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afternoon. However, beginning in 2001 , the Chinese church began holding services in
the nearby State Cinema, this location providing them which a much larger facility. This
allowed the Chinese church to hold both language services at the same location, one in
the morning and the other in the afternoon (Wong 2002, Personal interview). The
decadal growth rate for the Chinese congregation, for the years 1991-2001, calculates to
298%. The foregoing figure indicates that the Chinese congregation is actually growing
at almost twice the rate of the English church (all congregations combined). And, the
graph also reveals the significance of adding the Mandarin congregation in 2000. The
Chinese congregation used cell groups prior to the English church, beginning in 1991 .
Glad Tidings Assembly of God (Tamil)
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Figure AA.26. Average Weekly Attendance for Tamil Congregation.
Although this present study is primarily focused upon the Chinese segment of the
population of the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area, it is nonetheless instructive to
note that some predominately Chinese churches are also effective in planting other
language congregations as well. The Tamil congregation has been in existence for less
than ten years, beginning in 1995. The decadal growth rate for the Tamil congregation
translates to be approximately 990% (See Figure AA.26).
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Graphing the weekly attendance of each of these various congregations making
up the entire church provided unique insights into where the growth has occurred.
Between the years 1994-1998 the church also provided a Filipino service in the Tagalog
language for Filipino maids working for church families. This service met at the same
time as the English adult service, thus allowing these domestic servants to worship in
their own heart language while their employers did likewise. However, due to a change

in immigration policy, the service eventually was discontinued due to declining numbers
(attendance ranged between 10-20 persons per week). In addition, most Filipino workers
are also able to communicate in the English language, and they can therefore participate

in the English worship services at the church. The pastoral leadership of the Glad
Tidings church remains open to developing additional congregations among other
language or ethnic groups as the need or opportunity arises.
Baptismal records clearly indicate a strong pattern of conversion growth for the
Glad TlcIlngs Assembly of God (All Congregations)
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Figure AA.27. Annual Number of Baptisms for All Congregations Combined.
church (See Figure AA.27). But, it is constructive to view the data for baptisms for each
congregation within the church. The following graphs depict the annual number of
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baptisms for the English, Chinese, and Tamil congregations, thus providing further
insight into the conversion growth occurring in the church. Baptismal statistics for
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Figure AA28. Baptisms within English Congregations, 1990-2002.
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Figure AA.29. Baptisms within Chinese Congregations, 1990-2002.
the English church reveal a strong and consistent pattern of conversion growth for the
English church with perhaps a slight upward trend in recent years. The Chinese church is
also experiencing strong conversion growth, most especially during the most recent
years. Pastor Wong attributed growth in attendance and conversions (as indicated by
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baptismal data) are a result of nwnerous factors including changes in worship facilities,
times of services, the addition of a Mandarin service, a good worship team, changes in
worship style, the evangelistic impact of the cell system, identifying with the needs of
people, and identifying with Chinese culture and traditions through the employment of
drama and dance and other means (Wong 2002, Personal interview). While the numbers
are not as dramatic, the baptismal statistics for the Tamil church also indicate strong
conversion growth has taken place in this congregation as well.
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o~

God (Tamil)

14 r-~_ _- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _~

.........

10 *'""'~

~,.,.,.,

f6~~
16 ~~~

i

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

Year.s

Figure AA30. Baptisms within the Tamil Congregation, 1995-2002.
This church like many others in this study places a higher priority on attendance
at weekly celebration services and cell group meetings versus official membership.

The

cell groups provide the primary entry points for non-Christians to come into contact with
the church. Other services such as healing rallies, harvest events (revivals) or special
services at holiday periods such as Christmas provide other meaningful points of contact
with the broader community. Attendance at Pentecostal and charismatic churches
typically runs far ahead of membership, in fact some churches no longer even keep
records related to membership.
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Pastor Leoh acknowledged that the church annually has as many as five hundred
visitors from other churches attending the various services at Glad Tidings. The
statistical data at Glad Tidings related to gains and losses by transfer of membership
indicate clearly however that transfer growth has played a very minimal factor in the
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Figure AA31. Gains and Losses by Transfer for Combined Congregations.
growth of the church (See Figure AA.31). While visitors are welcomed, the primary
growth strategy of the church is focused upon reaching the un-churched (Leoh 2002,
Personal interview).
Statistical data related to the number of cell groups is also enlightening. The
church began the process oftransitioning to a cell church in 1993, and since 1996 have
functioned as a cell church, though admittedly some older members still do not
participate in the weekly cell group meetings. Approximately 60% of the church
members are actively involved in the weekly meetings of the cell groups (Leoh 2002,
Personal interview). The number of cell groups with the English church has grown
dramatically, especially since 1996 when the cell church concept was fully adopted by
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the church (See Figure AA.32). The growth in the number of cell groups has also been
consistent within the Chinese congregation, increasing from six in 1991 to 35 in 2002
(See Figure AA.34). The growth in attendance and the number of cell groups may reflect
the addition of the Mandarin service in 2000 as well as the move to a larger premise in
2001 . It is anticipated that the Chinese church will experience even greater growth once
they have
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Combined).
the full use of the existing worship facilities, with the attending office space for
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additional staff, and additional classroom space to expand other programs of the church.
The Tamil church only began employing cell groups in 1999. Beginning with
five groups they now have nine cell groups functioning within their congregation.
Other distinctive factors related to the Glad Tidings church include their interest and
involvement in evangelistic outreach, social ministry and in missions' activities. Glad
Tidings church regularly sponsors evangelistic crusades and healing rallies. These
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Figure AA.34. Annual Number of Cell Groups in Chinese Congregation.
services afford the church family an opportunity to minister to many people who have
come into contact with the church through the regular attivities of its cell system,
thus providing ministry to them in special areas such as healing or deliverance. Of course
such services also impact persons from other churches as well. The church regularly
sponsors classes in Evangelism Explosion to train its members in personal evangelism
(Leoh 2002, Personal interview).
The Glad Tidings church also has demonstrated a sincere interest in responding to
needs within the community as well. Under the auspices of Life Community Services
(GTPJ Sdn. Bhd.), the church sponsors a variety of social ministries including (dates
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indicate year established): (1) Lifezone 1 (Drug Rehabilitation Center, 1996); (2) Senior' s
Day Care Center (1997); (3) Canopy Home (For Disabled, 1997); Rumah Juara
(Orphanage, 1998); Lifezone 2 (1999); Juara 2 (1999); Life Care Center (Counseling
Services, 2000); and Tadika Mighty Kids (Kindergarten, 2001). The church previously
operated Taska Glad Tidings, a childcare cum kindergarten from 1994-2000. These
ministries not only meet needs of various persons or social segments within the church
and surrounding community, but also afford the church an opportunity to build
relationships which often open doors for personal evangelism with clients and their
extended families (Choo 2001:9-10).
The Glad Tidings church has a historical commitment to and involvement in
missions' activities as well. The present senior pastor has demonstrated a strong
Glad Tidings Assembly of God
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commitment to missions' giving and missions' involvement (Leoh 2003, E-mail
correspondence). Missions' giving increased to over $1 '12 million (RM) in 2002 (over
$400,000 US).
Furthermore, in recent years the church has established country coordinators for
coordinating the sending of short term missions' teams to nine different countries
including: Bangladesh, Indonesia, Cambodia, the People' s Republic of China, India,
Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. Many short term teams have been sent
to these countries during the past decade. The senior pastor and other pastoral staff as
well as key lay leaders often lead or participate in these short-term mission trips.
Furthermore, the church supports a variety of missionaries and mission agencies working
in various locations throughout the world. A comparison of the graphs related to the
growth in attendance of the church and the missions' giving of the church reveals the
correlation between the growth ofthe church in numbers and in missions' giving (See
Figures AA.20, annual combined attendance, and Figure AA.35, missions' giving). Glad
Tidings Assembly of God is a church which strongly believes in and supports mission
work (Leoh 2002, Personal interview).
In addition the large increase in volunteer workers such as the number of cell
group leaders and others, the growth of the church has been paralleled with an
accompanying increase in the number of full-time pastoral/ministerial staff (11) and
administrative staff (30) as of the year 2000. Based on my personal interactions and
observations with these persons it appears that the church has an excellent pastoral team
known for harmonious working relationships. And, it is very evident that the lay
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leadership of the church is committed to the vision and direction the pastoral team is
providing for the church.
In recent years, the church established the Institute of Christian Ministry (lCM) to
provide biblical and theological education for lay members of the church, training and
equipping them for active roles in the various ministries related to the church. Classes
typically meet after the Saturday evening service. Having had the privilege of teaching
courses in this training institute, I can testify to the enthusiastic support of the program by
the church members, sometimes having over 100 persons sign up for a course. The
training offered by this institute, coupled with that conducted through the cell system of
the church, serves to provide lay members with the means to be meaningfully involved in
a variety of ministries.
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Personal interviews were conducted with the senior pastor, the Chinese pastor, the
cell church pastor, one other member of the ministry team, two key lay leaders and seven
first generation converts in order to ascertain their insights regarding the growth of the
church. Further, I have preached in the worship services of this church several times, and
been a participant observer in the worship services and other special events at this church
on numerous other occasions. In addition, I taught a course in the church ' s Institute of
Christian Ministry (lCM) which is conducted after the Sunday evening worship service.
Having also had several students who are members of the church' s ministry and
administrative staff as students in classes I taught at the Bible College of Malaysia
provided me additional insights into the history, philosophy of ministry, worship
practices, and culture of the church through personal conversations with these students as
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well as through their written assignments related to the church (See Table A.4 for a
summary of the findings).
The cell system of the church was the most often cited factor related to the growth
of the church. In addition, to providing the church a means to provide pastoral care and
discipling for members, the cell groups served as the churches primary tool for
evangelistic outreach into the non-Christian community through reaching across the
social networks ofthe members of these groups. Periodically, each cell group or zone (a
collection of cell groups) will hold a harvest event during which the attempt is made to
lead new persons attending the cells to a personal encounter with Christ. The church also
conducts special services designed as harvest events, such as healing rallies, special
seminars on a variety of topics, and special evangelistic services, often times using well
known local or foreign speakers (Leoh 2002, Personal interview).
The senior pastor and key lay leaders emphasized that the church intentionally
builds an evangelistic focus into everything it does, evangelism being given a high
priority even in the budget. The church organizes for growth through regular planning,
goal setting, strategizing, organizing for growth, and period evaluation of where they are
in terms of reaching their goals. The church leaders seek to identify and remove barriers
to growth, and make an intentional effort to close the "back door" (Leoh 2002, Personal
interview; Subramaniam 2002, Personal interview).
Those interviewed also gave the Glad Tidings church high marks in terms of
friendliness, being united as a people and in support ofthe leadership of the church both
lay and pastoral. The church ' s involvement in a variety of social ministries demonstrates
a true interest in meeting the needs of others. The worship teams including the musicians
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were given high marks for their role in leading the church' s worship services. The
worship services typically use a variety of short choruses and praise hymns, and are seen
as lively and spiritually uplifting.
The pastoral team is seen as being united, working well together, as well as
partnering very effectively with the lay leadership of the church. This has served to
enhance the respect and support of the congregation for them. The importance and role
of intercessory prayer also was mentioned as being a key factor in why the church was
experiencing the blessing of the Lord (Wong 2002, Personal interview).
The senior pastor is viewed as being an excellent leader, visionary, and
preacher/communicator. His messages are dynamic, interesting, and relevant, focusing
on meeting the needs of the people as well as challenging them spiritually.
The church ' s educational and training programs were also cited as being very
important in helping people mature in the Christian faith as well prepare them for service
in some ministry within the church or community. The church offers a variety of
mediums through which members can obtain training, with a special emphasis upon the
role ofthe cell groups for identifying and mobilizing new leaders.
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
The primary challenge facing this church is the completion of the new worship
facilities for the English church. The Chinese church will also have to make adjustments
to moving into much larger facilities at the existing worship center. Both churches will
most likely need to employ additional staff to facilitate further growth and expansion.
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Klang Chinese Methodist Church
Profile of the Church
The Klang Chinese Methodist Church, located in the historic city of Klang
(sometimes spelled Kelang), has historically been a Chinese-speaking (originally
Hokkien, now Mandarin) church. But, in recent years an English congregation has also
been developed to meet the needs of English-speaking family members. The church is

the largest member church of the Chinese Annual Conference (CAC) of the Methodist
Church in Malaysia, having over 1,500 members, and an average weekly attendance of
the two congregations combined of over 1,000. The church has several outstanding
Chinese-language choirs of different age groups. This church was founded in 1898,
making it the oldest church included in this study. The church presently has seven fulltime and one part-time pastoral staff, one full-time ministry staff, two full-time
administrative staff, five other paid workers, and more than 120 active lay volunteers
serving in various capacities. The congregation is composed primarily of Chinesespeaking middle class and upper middle class people, the majority living in the Klang
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area. The church has made a strong commitment to social ministry, evangelism, and to
missions. The church is presently pursuing plans to build a new worship center costing
more than $12 million (RM), approximately $3 million (US).
This church is located in the historic city of Klang which was once the royal and
state capital of Selangor State. During the early British colonial period it served as the
administrative center of the country until the capital was moved to Kuala Lumpur.
Klang, located approximately 30 kilometers from downtown Kuala Lumpur, but still is
considered a part of the Greater Kuala Lumpur (Greater Klang Valley) metropolitan area.
It is easily accessed by the Federal Highway and at least two other major expressways

which run from Kuala Lumpur, through Petaling Jaya, Subang Jaya, and finally Shah
Alam before arriving at Klang and then on to Port Klang, the largest port in the country.
The district of Klang has a racially mixed population of approximately 680,000,
approximately 40% Malay, 30 % Chinese, 20 % Indian, and 10% other including
indigenous peoples (Orang Asli) and large concentrations of foreign migrants from
countries including Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nepal, Myanmar, and others. This district
has a wide range of social classes, but perhaps a higher percentage of middle and lower
working class persons that the location of most other churches covered in this study
(Department of Statistics 2000, Census; Sime Darby 1998:38-39).
A Missions-Minded Church
The Klang Chinese Methodist Church is known as a missions-minded and
missions-giving church. Beginning in 1979 the Missions ' Committee began planning an
annual budget and targets for missions and inviting special speakers to an annual
Missions' Conference (KCMC ] 998:54). The growth in missions ' giving parallels the
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numerical growth of the church (See Figure AA.37, compare with Figure AA.40). Ask
anyone in the church what is unique about the church, and almost invariably the answer
will be the church' s commitment to, involvement in, and support of missions. The
missions' budget for 2003 is $1 ,170,000.00 (RM) (over $300,000.00 US)!
Klang Chinese Methodist Church
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The church is presently supporting several home missionaries and several foreign
missionaries serving in different countries including Bolivia, Pakistan, Thailand, Papua
New Guinea, Myanmar, the Philippines, Sudan, Kazakhstan, Cambodia, and more. In
addition, the church directly supports several Malaysia-based missions' organizations,
and in addition to the church' s own extensive social ministries, it supports many different
Malaysian-based ministries involved in social relief and development within Malaysia..
Further, the church sends short-tenn teams on a regular basis to China, Cambodia, and
other nearby countries. The senior pastor often leads such teams, especially to China. He
also has a longstanding commitment to Chinese-language churches in Spain (Yeo 2002,
Personal interview).
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In recent years the church has developed a separate missions' budget to support
The Fujian Mission, Education and Medical Ministries, a program designed to provide
primary education for underprivileged children, free medical care for poor families, and
financial support for indigenous pastors and their families in the Fujian Province of
China, the ancestral home of the majority ofthe members of this church. The church also
assists in providing resources and training to assist in the evangelistic outreach ministry
in Fujian Province, regularly sending short-tenn teams to assist in this ministry.
Growing out of its many social involvements, the church through its Local
Evangelism Committee (LEC) has also developed a Bahasa Melayu (Malay language)
congregation initially to reach out to and meet the needs of the many Indonesian Chinese
students who came to Malaysia to study during recent crises in their country. Since that
time the ministry has been expanded to reach East Malaysian students and workers as
well as other Malay-speaking people including Indonesian migrants working for church
families as maids or involved in factory and construction work in the area. Recently, the
church also established an outreach to the growing numbers of Nepalese living in the
Klang area, most working as factory workers. As people from many other countries are
coming to the Klang area, this church is making an effort to pursue cross-cultural
missions at home (Ng 2002, Personal interview; KCMC, LEC 2001 :2; KCMC, LEC
2002 :1-2). The Klang Chinese Methodist Church has made a real commitment to
missions, both at home and abroad!
History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
The earliest records indicate that the church was founded by a British missionary
in 1898. Registration records reveal that the church was originally known as the Chinese
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Evangelical Church (Hokkien-speaking). The first Chinese pastor of the church accepted
the Christian faith after hearing this missionary' s preaching. He then worked with the
missionary to spread the Christian faith in the Klang area, using a small house as the first
worship location. The next year with funds provided by the missionary, the Chinese
pastor was able to build a small church (Doraisamy 1982:37; KCMC 1998:50).
These early years of the church were marked by the appointment of a series of
pastors by the Annual Conference, most of whom had some theological training.
Apparently their work was supported by Western missionaries for some time as well.
The early growth of the church was quite slow (KCMC 1998 :50-51). Between 19141915, another church was planted in nearby Port Klang. A few years later, a Western
missionary donated a comer piece of land in the heart of the downtown district to the
fledgling church. At that time the three Methodist congregations in Klang (Chinese,
Indian, and English), decided to join together and build a church at this new location.
Each church contributed financial resources and manpower to build the church. The
result was a wooden structure built on stilts which was shared by all three congregations.
The Chinese congregation experienced strong growth in the following years, and the
building could no longer accommodate them . Due to the prosperity related to tin mining
and rubber production of this particular period in Malaysian history, the cooperating
churches, with the assistance of the Annual Conference, had the financial means to
remodel and enlarge the building reconstructing it with brick walls and a wooden roof.
By the late 1920s or early 1930s the membership had grown to over 150 (KCMC:51-52).
In 1934, Dr. John Sung, the famed Chinese evangelist, held a series of revival
meetings in Klang. As elsewhere during his ministry, many souls were added, and

421
revival came to the church in Klang. The members, citing the urging of the Holy Spirit,
organized some 36 evangelistic bands, and went all over the area sharing the Christian
faith . Many came to embrace the Christian faith. Around this time, the church also built
a parsonage on the hill over looking the downtown area of Klang (KCMC 1998:51).
During the period of the collapse of the world economy in the 1930s and the
Japanese invasion of Malaysia in the 1940s, the church struggled to maintain the status
quo. Following this turbulent period the church had a series of pastors who precipitated
further growth in the church through the development of youth activities and a youth
fellowship. During the 1950s, with the outbreak of the Korean War, the price oftin
brought additional prosperity to the church, so they acted on the suggestion to build a
Christian Education Center for the church. This two story building was completed in
1955 (KCMC 1998:51). Under the leadership of a new pastor, the Chinese grew to such
an extent that the existing sanctuary could no longer accommodate the congregation. The
area behind the pulpit was extended an additional twenty feet to accommodate the
growing church.
Rev. Peter Hsu (1965-1985), a pivotal person in the history of the church, made
numerous innovative changes including taking a free will offering versus the monthly
donation system previously practiced, printing a weekly bulletin to enhance the worship
service, and later promoting the formation of parish groups within the church to foster
better interaction among the members. The reforms made during his tenure of service
fostered even greater growth.
In 1973 the Chinese church purchased 1.75 acres on the top ofKota Hill
overlooking the city (the present site of the church), and built separate worship facilities.
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The older building could no longer accommodate the Chinese congregation, and the
different language churches were having difficulties in coordinating activities of the three
congregations utilizing the same church building. The new majestic sanctuary marked by
a huge cross atop a bell-shaped front on the church was dedicated in late 1977 (See
Figure AA.35). The older building continued to be used by the English and Tamil
churches for some time before the English church also relocated. Finally in 2002 the
Tamil church also built a new worship center (KCMC 1998:53).
Following the completion of the new worship center for the Chinese
congregation, the church responded to the challenge of their pastor to demonstrate a
greater concern towards missions and evangelism, establishing a Missions and
Evangelism Committee to actively promote the work of evangelism in the local area and
the work of overseas missions as well. This action marked a major paradigm shift for the
church which in fact would serve to identify the Klang Chinese Methodist Church as one
of the leading missions-minded churches in the entire country (KCMC 1998:54).
During this period of rapid growth and expansion the church added additional
pastoral staff including Yeo Teong Loke (1982), presently the senior pastor. In 1987 the
Conference assigned an English-educated member to the pastoral staff, and since he and
one other member of the pastoral staff were English educated, after a time of survey and
preparation, the church decided to establish an English congregation in mid-1988 to care
for the needs of many of its younger members who were primarily English-educated.
Otherwise the church feared it might lose many ofthese persons to other local Englishlanguage churches. The growth ofthe English congregation was slow initially, but has
become quite strong in recent years (KCMC 1998:55, 119-122) (See Figure AA.37). The
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church established a second English-language service in early 2001, one in the morning
and one in the evening. Since 2002 both of these services are now held on Sunday
morning. Each of these changes contributed to the increase in numbers of people
attending these services (Hong 2002, Personal interview). The decadal growth rate for
Klang Chinese Methodist ChUrch (English)
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Figure AA38. Average Wee1dy Attendance at English Church, 1988-2002.
the English congregation for 1991-2001 is 321 %. Although statistical data are not
available on the average weekly attendance of the Chinese-language congregation, it is
evident that the growth in the English-language congregation has greatly contributed to
the overall growth of the church, especially in recent years.
The church also has been deeply committed to planting new churches, especially
in this past decade during which the church has established many preaching points which
have since become independent churches, some having since become quite large. These
churches include the following, the date of independence being noted: Banting (1987);
Subang Jaya (1993); Shah Alam (1996); Air Jernih (1996); Tanjung Karang (1998);
Tanjung Sepat (1998); Tanjang Malim (1998); Kuala Kubu Barn (2000); Puchong
Perdana (2002). Over the years many members of the Klang church have been given to
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assist in the development of these new congregations, the church typically supporting the
preaching points until they have 35 members, at which time the new congregation is
turned over to the Annual Conference.

The church currently has two existing preaching

points, Kapar and Pulau Ketam (KCMC 1998:54-56; Yeo 2002, Personal interview).
In 1990 Rev. Yeo, having served in the church since 1982, became senior pastor
of the church. He is recognized as a gifted preacher and Bible teacher, and has worked as
a strong advocate of missions. He has continued to advance the work of missions,
fostering greater financial support and personal involvement in missions, himself leading
many short-term missions' teams to various countries, especially China and Spain (Yeo
2002, Personal Interview). Several church members have served on the missions' field
through the auspices of different missions' agencies. Pastor Maggie Ting who joined the
pastoral team in 1998 to oversee the growing youth ministry ofthe church has just
recently committed herself to long-term missionary service in Cambodia. The church has
committed to support her ministry (KCMC 1998:56; Ting 2002, Personal interview).
In 1994 after reading a copy of Ralph Neighbour' s book entitled Where do we go
f rom here?, Rev. Yeo introduced the cell group ministry to the church-the church

presently being a church with cells versus a cell church (Yeo 2002). Both the Chinese
and the English congregation incorporated cell groups into their structures in late 1994.
These groups have greatly contributed to the growth and expansion of both
congregations. The number of cell groups has steadily grown in recent years as both
older and newer members become increasingly committed to, and involved in, the cell
group ministry of the church, more than 65% of the church members are now involved.
The church provides cell leaders training for its own members as well as other interested
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churches on a regular basis. During 2002, Rev. Yeo introduced a system whereby the
cell system has now been divided into twelve districts, each of which is assigned
responsibilities for ministry and worship activities in the church for one month out of
each year. This will acquaint the entire membership with the broad spectrum of
Klang Chinese Methodist Church
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Figure AA.39. Number of Cell Groups (Chinese and English), 1994-2002.
ministries of the church, thus enabling individual members to discover personal spiritual
gifts, and perhaps to make greater commitments to specific ministries (See Figure

AA.39). In addition it spreads responsibility for these many ministries across the entire
membership ofthe church, thus lessening the load on the most committed members
(KCMC 1998:56; Yeo 2002, Personal interview). It remains to be seen how this
innovative change will impact the church in coming years.
The growth of the church has steadily increased during the past decade (See
Figure AA.40). The decadaI growth rate for membership in the combined congregations
(Chinese and English) during 1991-2001 is 120%. The average weekly combined
attendance of both congregations has consistently been over 1,000 for the past few years;
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however, records have not been kept of weekly attendance at the Chinese congregation,
so it is not possible to graph data related to attendance in the Chinese church.
There are certainly many factors which have contributed to the growth of this
church. The church is known for its missions' emphasis, its emphasis on personal
Klang Chinese Methodist Church (All Congr_atlons)
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evangelism, especially through the social networks of cell group members, and for its
caring ministries and social involvements in the surrounding community (Ng 2002,
Personal interview; Yeo 2002, Personal interview).
In addition to reaching out to foreign migrant workers from several countries

working in the Klang area, the Local Evangelism Committee has numerous other
involvements in the community including: (1) School Ministry to reach out to students in
several local area Chinese and private schools, includes providing camps and recreational
activities for the students; (2) Hospital Visitation and Prayer Ministry; (3) Support for
and involvement with the Cornerstone Drug Rehabilitation Center; (4) Good News
Clubs, a ministry to underprivileged children in local areas neglected by most churches;
(5) Prison Ministry; (6) Medical Ministry-a cooperative partnership between several
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local area churches in which doctors from these churches provide free medical care for
persons living in several nearby squatter or low cost housing areas including Pulau
Ketam and Kapar; (7) Rumah Ku, a children's home for destitute children; (8) Many
other activities such as dinner meeting/seminars to address issues of interest and
importance to local area businessmen and professionals, providing counseling training for
local area teachers, and much more (Ng 2002, Personal interview; KCMC, LEC 2001 :14; KCMC, LEC 2002:1-2). All of these ministries have served to enhance church
member's involvement in some facet of ministry in addition to extending the caring and
evangelistic outreaches of the church.
While the church has experienced some transfer growth, it has also demonstrated
consistent conversion growth as well, particularly since the development of the cell
KJang Chinese Methodist Church
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groups. The data in the preceding graph is based on adult baptisms, and not member gain
by confirmation or infant baptisms (See Figure AA.41). The church has also experienced
some transfer growth, largely related to the changing economic situation in the country
and the rural to urban migration that has followed these economic changes. Many
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persons from other towns and cities in both West and East Malaysia have migrated to the
Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area to pursue higher education and better paying
jobs available, thus contributing to the growing urbanization of the area including Klang
and Port Klang, an area where there are a large number of factories and other businesses.
Some of these persons have been members of Methodist churches in their previous areas
Klang Chinese Methodist Church
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of residence, so it is only natural that they would desire to join a Methodist church after
relocating (See Figure AA.42). The cell group system may also contribute to the gains
by transfer through providing a means to build relationships with such persons, leading to
their assimilation into the life and work of the church (Yeo 2002, Personal interview).
The church's continued growth in recent years has now created a situation where
the existing facilities are no longer large enough to meet the needs of the two
congregations, and are becoming an impediment to further growth. Therefore the church

has recently developed plans and is seeking the necessary government approvals to build
a new worship center at a cost of over $12 million (RM). This new facility would
contribute to both the church's existing and planned future ministry activities and afford
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them even greater visibility from their stately position on Kota Hill overlooking the
metropolitan area of Klang (Yeo 2002, Personal interview).
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Personal Interviews were conducted with the senior pastor, the pastor of the
English congregation, the youth pastor, three key lay leaders, and seven first-generation
converts. In addition, I have been able to attend the worship services and the annual
missions' conference as a participant observer. These experiences provided me
additional insights into the quality of preaching, the type and style of worship services,
the quality of the adult and children ' s choirs, and a general feeling for the environment
and culture of the congregation. Following several readings of the texts ofthe interview
schedules, and the use of an independent reader for comparison and correction of the
findings, an inductive approach was taken to classifying and interpreting the data,
revealing factors which serve to identify the church as well as serve to attract and retain
new members to the church (See Table A.5 for a summary of the data obtained).
The cell group structure of the church was the most often cited factor contributing
to the growth of the church. These small groups provided new members an opportunity
to be discipled and trained for active involvement in some ministry in the church.
Further, the small groups were at the cutting edge of the evangelistic outreach ministries
and social service ministries. The variety of social service ministries provides the church
an opportunity to touch people and meet the practical and felt needs of people at many
different socio-economic levels of the surrounding society. These ministries include:
prison fellowship, hospital visitation, ministry to drug addicts, ministry to foreign
migrants, student ministry, counseling and counseling training for teachers, an excellent

430

Table A.5
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kindergarten, free medical care and medicine to name just a few. These ministries build
good will toward the church in the affected communities, affording the church members
an opportunity to build relationships with non-Christians, thus creating opportunities for
sharing a Christian witness. Although this church is known as a missions-minded church,
it is clear that missions includes a strong emphasis upon home missions and personal
evangelism.
The pastoral and lay leadership of the church received high marks for their unity
and for both providing and communicating a clear vision to the church. The preaching
and teaching skills of the senior pastor were particularly lauded as being Bible-based,
relevant, and interesting.
The church is known for its warm and caring atmosphere, and for the friendly
fellowship among its members. The worship service is marked by the use of Chinese
choirs, both adult and children. The music is high quality but traditional. The church
intentionally aims to provide a worship service as an alternative to the prevailing
charismatic trend within Malaysian society at this time. In addition, the various agebased programs and ministries of the church are seen as an asset for attracting, meeting
the needs of, and involving people in the life and work of the church.
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
The primary challenge facing the church at present is gaining the necessary
approvals from various government offices for the plans to build a new worship center.
Raising the necessary funds will probably not be a problem once these approvals are
obtained.
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Although a new building may resolve the issue, assuming the English
congregation continues to grow at its present rate, the church may face additional
challenges related to the use of facilities. Further, knowing that the worldview or way of
thinking is considerably different between Chinese-educated and English-educated
Chinese, the church may have to work at maintaining harmony as well as power sharing
in the future.
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Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church
Profile of the Church
Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church (KLBC), founded in 1952, is the oldest Baptist
church in Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia. It is located in the old downtown
area of the inner city. Initially, a Cantonese-language church, over the years it has
become a coalition of multi-ethnic, multi-lingual congregations, and satellite churches.

Figure AA43. Front View of Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church.
Currently, the church has 13 separate worship services in five different locations,
encompassing eight different language/ethnic groups. It has become a church ofthe
nations, responding to the changing ethnic realities in this modem and complex city. The
church has 13 full-time and one part-time pastoral staff, ten full-time and five part-time
administrative staff, two other paid workers, and more than 130 lay volunteers actively
involved in a variety of ministries. The English-speaking and Chinese-speaking
congregations are largely middle class or upper middle class, whereas most of the other
language congregations are a mixture of professionals, students, and migrant workers
from different countries including Myanmar, Korea, the Philippines, Indonesia, the

434
People' s Republic of China, and others from the states ofSarawak and Sabah in East
Malaysia. It is a non-charismatic church with care groups (KLBC tenninology for cell
groups) which meet weekly extending the pastoral care and evangelistic anns of the
church throughout the city. In addition to being committed to reaching the nations in its
midst, this church is finnly committed to missions. The missions ' budget for this year is
$400,000 (RM), providing support to numerous missionaries and mission agencies.
Further, the church is involved in a variety of social service ministries including a very
popular kindergarten. It also has a very effective children ' s ministry called Praise Kids,
and a popular youth outreach known as The Rock.
KLBC is perhaps the only church in Malaysia to have five outstanding choirsEnglish, Cantonese, Mandarin, Filipino, and Myanmar. There is also a smaller choral
group known as the "The Singing Ambassadors" which travels throughout Asia giving
choral and evangelistic presentations. The church just celebrated its 50th anniversary,
celebrating how God' s grace has been poured out upon them over these many years. It
has now outgrown its present facilities, and has announced plans to build a new complex
at a cost of$lO million (RM) or approximately $2 Y2 million (US).
A Church of the Nations
Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church has discovered and responded positively to the
mission field all around them in the old downtown area of the city. In that sense it is one
of the most unique models for an inner city church that I have ever seen! A breakdown
of the church by individual congregation (language or ethnic group) also provides some
revealing insights into the growth and expansion of the church during this past decade,
the number of congregations having expanded from only three in 1990 to 11 by 2001, and
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then 13 by the end of2002 (See Figure AA.44). This graph reveals much of the recent
growth in the church has come as a result of the addition of new congregations,
particularly new ethnicllinguistic congregations.
Kuala lumpur Baptist Church
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Figure AA44. Breakdown of Congregations by Attendance, 1990-2002.
KLBC is now clearly identified as a multi-ethnic/multi-lingual church having the
following different congregations: two English congregations at KLBC; a Cantonese
congregation; a Mandarin congregation; a Myanmar congregation; a Filipino
congregation; a Korean congregation; Shalom Fellowship (two Bahasa Melayu
congregations); KLBC Cheras English congregation; KLBC Cheras Chinese
congregation; Nilai congregation (new student work at Nilai College); and an Than (an
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East Malaysian tribal people) language congregation. In addition, a group of Africans
presently meet regularly for fellowship (Kok 2002, Personal interview).
As the church has grown and expanded the number of different language
congregations, it has been forced to obtain additional space for both office and worship.
They have rented and remodeled two different facilities in the nearby area which have
been used for the church offices for its pastoral team and for a worship center for the
Korean and Shalom congregations. Then, because the English congregation had
multiplied into three separate services due to inadequate space, both parking and seating
capacity, the church developed a satellite English congregation at a location in the Cheras
area. A core group of church members from KLBC collectively worked together to
develop this new church start. Following an additional change of locations, the KLBC
Cheras English congregation now has an excellent worship center in Ketumbar, a newly
developed area ofCheras. Within the past couple of years, a Chinese congregation has
also been developed at this location as well. Again, a core group of people from KLBC
were sent to initiate the development of this congregation, and to assist the church in
reaching out to the vast numbers of un-churched Chinese-speaking people in the
surrounding area. The Cheras area of Kuala Lumpur has historically been a
predominately Chinese area, Chinese making up as much as 80-90% of the population.
Although there are some churches located in this district, there is a need for many more.
History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
This church actually started in the hearts of local Chinese Baptist women in Kuala
Lumpur who met regularly for fellowship and prayer. As there were no Baptist churches
in Kuala Lumpur at that time, one ofthese women wrote the Foreign Mission Board
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(FMB) of the Southern Baptist Convention in the United States asking for assistance to
begin a church. The first Southern Baptist missionary arrived in Kuala Lumpur in mid1951 . She had been involved in Cantonese work in China, and therefore was ideally
prepared to begin a work among the predominately Cantonese population in Kuala
Lumpur. After a few weeks, she and a few Chinese ladies began meeting for prayer and
Bible study. This work was initially known as the Pasar Road Gospel Center. Because
the adult population did not seem responsive at that time, literacy work was started
among children, especially among children from low-income families. This ministry was
greatly appreciated as many of these children did not have the financial means to receive
a formal education. Many of these children came to faith and became lasting members of
the church (Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981:101-103; KLBC 1992:7; Kok 1996:31 ;
Rogers 197 1:40).
Eventually, some Chinese missionaries from Hong Kong came and assisted in the
work. Finally, on December 14, 1952, Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church was officially
established with 18 charter members. Soon after her arrival , the American missionary
also began an English Sunday School and Training Union. In 1953 another Southern
Baptist missionary from the United States came to help strengthen and consolidate the
work, and she also began a Mandarin Sunday School class, though most of the work was
done in Cantonese. In that same year, the church ' s constitution was formally submitted
to the government for approval, and the church became legally registered with the
Registrar of Societies. Then, in 1955 additional missionaries arrived and began an
English worship service (Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981 : 103-104; KLBC 1992:7;
Kok 1996:31-32).
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The people continued to meet at the existing site until they located and with the
assistance of the Foreign Mission Board were able to purchase a piece of property in the
Bukit Bintang area, right in the heart of the city. The building project was completed and
dedicated in November of 1955. At that time Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church was a
Cantonese church with an English worship service held on Sunday evenings, the English
congregation being led by FMB missionaries who were doing language study in Kuala
Lumpur. Other FMB missionaries had also started an English worship service at a
medical clinic being operated in Petaling Jaya. In 1957 the two English congregations
joined together and started the First Baptist Church in Petaling Jaya. This created some
conflicts \vith the mother church as they were not prepared to lose that group of members
as it affected the church 's ministries and finances. This event is variously viewed as a
church plant and/or a church split, depending on which party is questioned. The Kuala
Lumpur Baptist Church was officially transferred to the local Christians in 1960, the
Foreign Mission Board having held the deed to the property until the church could
establish their own trustee board. (Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981 :105; KLBC
1992:7; Rogers 1971:41).
As the church grew, they responded to a need present in the surrounding
community and in 1962 developed the Pooi Leng Kindergarten. Through the years this
ministry has provided an excellent academic and distinctive Christian educational
program, now providing extended day care programs to meet the changing needs of
parents and children. By 1964 due to the positive response to the Sunday School and
kindergarten, the church was in need of additional educational facilities . A three story
educational block was completed in 1965. The church continued to grow until additional
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space was needed, and another floor was added to the educational wing in 1972. The
original worship center was remodeled in 1988 to provide additional space for the
growing church. As the church has continued to grow and expand the number of
ethnic/linguistic congregations, the present facilities are again inadequate, jeopardizing
the future growth and expansion of the church due to limited seating and parking
capacity. Therefore, this year as the church celebrated its 50 th anniversary; it developed
plans and applied for the necessary government permits to demolish the existing worship
center to replace it with a much larger facility (Evans and Evans 2002; KLBC 1992:8;
KLBC 2002 :80-81).
Through the years the Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church has also demonstrated a
commitment to planting new churches throughout the region. These churches include the
following, the founding date being noted in parenthesis: Seremban Baptist Church
(1954); First Baptist Church (1957); Emmanuel Baptist Church (1958); Melaka Baptist
Church (sometimes spelled Malacca) in partnership with the Caine Road Baptist Church
in Hong Kong (1964); Grace Baptist Church (1967); S.E.A. Park Baptist Church (1974);
Canaan Baptist Church (1974); Kean Tao Baptist Church (Kuantan) (1976); Menglembu
Baptist Church (Ipoh) (1983 ; Cempaka Baptist Church (Ipoh) (1985); Kuala Lumpur
Baptist Cheras Center (1998) (Evans and Evans 2002; Hwang 1981 :108-178; KLBC
1992:8-10; KLBC 2002 :76; Rogers 1971 :41-51).
During the late 1970s the church responded to the challenge of the pastoral
leadership to enlarge their missions ' vision, holding their first Missions Conference in
1980 and pledging $45,000 (RM) to the missions ' cause. The theme, "LIFE IS
MISSION," was adopted, and the church has continued to embrace this theme as its
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identifYing characteristic to this very day. In the years following, the church has
demonstrated a firm commitment to missions through supporting numerous missionaries
and mission agencies, through sending short-term teams to numerous countries in the
region, through supporting seminary students, and through assisting smaller struggling
Baptist churches in Malaysia (Evans and Evans 2002; KLBC 1992:26; KLBC 1993:943). This emphasis on missions has continued to expand under the current pastoral
leadership, support now being extended to twelve different Christian organizations in
more than ten different countries. The missions' budget in 2002 was $400,000 (RM)
(Evans and Evans 2002; KLBC 1992:8-9; KLBC 2002 :64).
An English worship was started in 1984 to meet the needs of English-speaking

Christians within the church. The formation of this congregation contributed to the
marked growth in the attendance of both the Sunday School and the church worship
services in the years following.
The church further responded to the pastoral leadership, implementing a multiple
staff ministry, with different individuals being responsible for specific ministries within
the church. Several staff were added to the church during the mid-1980s including: Rev.
Law Chee Wah (1985 ) as the Assistant Pastor (now the current pastor ofthe Chinese
congregations); Bobby Lam (1986) as Director of Literature (now the pastor ofthe Kuala
Lumpur Baptist Cheras Center); John Kok Ann Seng (1987) as Youth Director (now the
senior pastor of the church).
An accurate system of record keeping was developed. In 1986 the main sanctuary
of the church was air-conditioned, thus adding to the comfort and growth of the church.
During this same period the church amended its constitution to provide for a Board of
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Management that oversees and manages total function, ministry, and development of the
church. These changes led to a disagreement with the Malaysia Baptist Convention, and
for some time the church withdrew from the Convention. Eventually, those
misunderstandings were cleared up and the church renewed its membership and support
of the Convention.
Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church (All Congregationa)
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A second English service was started in 1986 and greatly added to attendance, but
cancelled in 1988 due to some conflicts within the church. These problems eventually
precipitated the resignation of the senior pastor and some of the pastoral team. The
church pressed on and soon recovered from these problems. A Filipino congregation was

started in this year, but later stopped due to a lack ofleaders (KLBC 1992:9).In spite of
these difficulties, the church experienced significant growth during the decade 1981-1991
(earlier data are not available), the decadal growth rate was 178%.
The appointment of Rev. John Kok as the senior pastor in 1990 marked the
beginning of a new era, even perhaps a paradigm shift, in the life and ministries of the
church. A second English service was added in 1990. As attendance increased, and new
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worship services were added the church need additional space. Property adjacent to the
church was purchased thus allowing the existing sanctuary to be expanded. For some
time the church cooperated with St. Andrew' s International Church in operating a center
for troubled youth known as 'THE WAY" YOUTH DEVELOP:MENT CENTER.

In the late 1980s the church also began establishing care groups (CGs), small
groups within the church to provide additional pastoral care and through which
evangelistic outreach could take place within the social networks of the church members.
Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church (All Congregations)
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Figure AA.46. Annual Number of Care Groups, 1990-2002.
However, the number of groups remained quite small for several years. The current
senior pastor attended a church growth conference sponsored by the Southern Baptists in
the Philippines in the late 1980s at which the basic concepts ofthe cell church were
presented by Rev. Lawrence Khong, the pastor of the Faith Community Baptist Church in
Singapore. As the number of care groups began to increase, several lay persons were
sent to attend a Cell Church Conference at this church in Singapore. From 1995 on the
number of care groups would increase significantly, thus involving the laity in more
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significant ways in the life and ministries of the church. This chw:ch remains a church
with care groups and not a cell church however (Kok 2002, Personal interview).

In 1992 the church added a third English worship service, started a Bahasa
Melayu (Malay language) service, and most importantly started a Myanmar (Burmese)
language worship service (KLBC 1992 :9-13). This appears to be the beginning of a real
transition to multiple language congregations within one church, something ideally suited
to this central location in the heart of the city. As statistical data reveals, this was to play
a central role in the continuing growth and expansion of the church.
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Figure AA.47. A Comparison of Official Membership to Average Weekly Attendance,
1990-2002.
A comparison of the official membership to the average weekly attendance is
revealing. Attendance has consistently been higher than membership, viewed as a sign of
health by some (ElIas 1997:17; Smith 1976:29; Waymire and Wagner 1984:7). The
decadal growth rate for the years 1991-2001 is 109%. In comparing data related to the
English and Chinese congregations it is important to note that a core group of members
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from the downtown church were sent to assist in the development of both the English and
Chinese congregations at the Kuala Lumpur Baptist Cheras Center (KLBCC). This loss
of these members skews the data for the downtown congregation. The development of
this satellite congregation in the Ketumbar area of Cheras was designed to both confront
problems of space and parking at the inner city location, and to establish a congregation

in this new housing area in Cheras, an area were there is a great need for additional
churches. Statistical analysis of the available data reveals that much of the growth in
recent years appears to be directly related to the addition of the new language
congregations and satellite churches (See Figure AA.43). Combined weekly attendance
of the various congregations has consistently been larger than formal membership (See
Figure AA47).
Kuala LUlnpur Baptist Church (All Congregations)

~ ~-----------------------------------~~~~--------~~-n

j50 ~~~~~
j~ ~~~~~~~~~
i30 ~~~~
20

10

V.er.

Figure AA.48. Annual Number of Baptisms, All Congregations, 1990-2002.
The growth of the church during recent years has been marked by consistent
conversion growth as revealed in the graph (See Figure AA.48). Statistical data related to
baptisms within each of the individual congregations for this entire time period were not
available, but it almost certainly correlates to the increase in worship services.
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This church is among the few Baptist churches in Malaysia that continues to
maintain a well-organized and functioning choir. This group regularly presents musical
programs within the church as well as traveling to other churches in Malaysia and the
region. In 1989 a group from within the choir formed "The Singing Ambassadors," an
exciting and talented group that have been greatly used to share the gospel through music
throughout the region.
In late 1998 the church launched a lay training program to enable church
members to pursue additional biblical and theological training, to discover their spiritual
gifts, to foster personal development and facilitate active involvement in the many
ministries within the church. This training program is known as LIFE, an acronym for
Lay Institute For Equipping. In recent years the Malaysia Baptist Theological Seminary
has developed a program whereby church members can actually receive credit toward a
degree through this program. Lay members ofthe church have responded very positively
to these opportunities for training, thus increasing the number oflaity equipped and
empowered for meaningful ministry roles in the church.
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Having preached in the English, Chinese, Filipino, and Malay-language
congregations many times, I have observed the church in worship. In addition, I
conducted personal interviews with the senior pastor, the pastor of the Chinese
congregations, one member of the administrative staff, two key lay leaders, and seven
first-generation converts within the church, seeking to gain their insights into the ongoing growth of this multi-ethnic and multi-lingual congregational church (See Table
A.6).
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Table A.6
Name of Church:

Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church
Factors Contributing to Church Growth

Factors Cited

Leadership-Vision,
Unity
Pastoral T earn
PreachingITeaching
Cell Groups
Laity Involvement
WorshipiMusic
Prayer
Friendly, Caring
Congregation
Met Practical Needs
Social Ministries &
Community Work
Personal Visitation
Children's Ministry
Youth Ministry
Student Ministry
Ladies Ministry
Evangelistic Emphasis
Multiple Language
Congregations
Satellite Churches
Missions
Location/Facilities
Discipling/T raining
Harvest Events
Supernatural Events
Holy Spirit/God's
Presence & Grace
Activities & Programs
Planning & Strategizing
Pastoral Care &
Counseling
Other-Sunday School
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Following changes in the church' s constitution about 15 years previously, the
church was restructured such that the pastoral team and a lay church board make the vast
majority of decisions related to the everyday ministry activities of the church. The
church no longer holds monthly business meetings as is typical of most Baptist churches.
This restructuring demonstrates the confidence that the church membership has in its lay
leaders and pastoral team. Further, the multiple staff pastoral team has enabled each staff
member to concentrate and excel at a particular ministry. The pastoral team and the lay
leaders have an excellent working relationship marked by unity within and between the
two groups.
The worship services of this church have much the flavor of a typical charismatic
church, but the church is avowedly not charismatic, at least in the theological sense.
There is freedom in the worship service. The church has a praise band, but typically
practices a blended style of worship, using choruses and praise songs as well as
traditional hymns. The tempo ofthe worship is lively and the music is perhaps louder
than in the typical Baptist church. It is not unusual to see people raising their hands
during the song service. In addition, the church has five different language choirs. The
variety and quality of the musical forms used in the church enhances the worship
experience and contributes to the unique nature of this church. The fact that the church
has quality music and a lively worship service is very attractive to many persons who do
not feel comfortable in a typical charismatic worship service.
In addition, the preaching and teaching are both Bible-based and relevant, and
receive high marks from members of the church, especially the preaching of the senior
pastor. The senior pastor, unlike many local pastors, seldom vacates his pulpit to guest
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preachers, and when he does he is careful to choose quality speakers. The quality
worship and quality preaching are a winning combination for this church.
This church, like all others in this study, utilizes small groups (care groups) as the
basic structure for providing pastoral care, discipling, and training for its members. Over
the past few years the primary focus or purpose of these groups has shifted so that now
they also serve as the primary ann for evangelistic outreach into the non-Christian
community as well. These groups typically use notes from the previous Sunday' s
message as the forum for discussion in their weekly meetings.
Without question the addition of multiple language congregations and satellite
congregations is a major factor in creating an unique identity and ministry of this church,
but also serve as important factors in the growth of the church. Several ministries within
the church receive high marks for both quality and influence in terms of attracting and
retaining people of all ages. This is especially so of the children' s ministry known as
Praise Kids and the Sunday School too. Further, the youth ministry known as The Rock
has been very effective in reaching young people for Christ.
Every ministry of the church is marked by an emphasis upon personal
evangelism. This emphasis coupled with a serious effort for follow-up and personal and
hospital visitation often makes the difference in winning and retaining new Christians.
Visitation is noted as being especially important within the Chinese-language
congregations (Law 2002).
In recent years the church has demonstrated a growing realization ofthe
importance of and a commitment to prayer, both corporate and intercessory, now having
a weekly morning watch. Increasingly, the importance of private and corporate prayer is
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stressed in the various worship services ofthe church. In 2002 this church sponsored the
first "City Watch," a cross-denominational gathering to pray for the city, thus providing
other churches an opportunity to share their vision, their work, and their prayer needs.
One factor which is seen as a factor for growth as well as a factor inhibiting
growth is the location of the church. It is located strategically in the old downtown area
of the city. However, the church must do a real juggling job of managing and providing
space to accommodate the many different congregations meeting on a typical Sunday.
Further, parking is extremely limited, save for pay parking facilities in surrounding
shopping centers. But, in spite of these hindrances, the church members seem committed
to this church, a very high number citing that the location was a key factor in their
coming to and remaining in this church. Hopes are running high that the plans for a new
building will soon meet with government approval, and construction can soon begin!
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
The primary challenge at present is the task of raising the necessary funds to
complete the new building once it receives the final approval of the government.
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Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God Church
Profile of the Church

In 1982 with just twelve members from the sponsoring church and a guitar, a
young second-year undergraduate student in the Bible College of Malaysia (Assembly of
God) with great vision and passion, Ong Sek Leang (now the senior pastor), started the
Tabernacle Assembly of God Church in a rented shoplot that would seat perhaps 30
people, a wooden box serving as the pulpit. The initial location was in Taman Melawati,
a suburban area northeast of the city of Kuala Lumpur, and an area that historically has
been predominately Malay (98%), current total population approximately 25,000 people.
Now, twenty years later, the combined attendance at the church' s five worship services
(four English and one Mandarin) totals more than 1,500 people. The church has five full-

FIgure AA.49. Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God.
time and one part-time pastoral staff, nine full-time and one part-time ministry staff, three
full-time and two part-time administrative staff, one other paid church worker, and
approximately 250 lay volunteers serving in different ministries. Presently located in a
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recently developed commercial area known as Desa Melawati, the church has seen
exponential growth from its very start (Cheah 2001 :2-3 ; Ter 200 \: 1-4).
Pursuant to the vision of being "A Prophetic Voice to our generation ... sharing
God's love to our city and beyond in the power of the Holy Spirit" (Psalms 96.3), the
church changed its name to Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God in 1996. After having
rented and outgrown three previous worship facilities, in 1997 the church purchased the
property in Desa Melawati and remodeled the two three-story shophouses (a comer unit
and an adjacent unit) to provide the present church offices, class rooms, and worship
facilities.

Although initially starting out as an English-language church, in recent years

a Mandarin- language congregation has also been established. In addition, a Filipino
group meets monthly. The church is already searching for larger worship facilities in
order to pursue and facilitate their vision for additional growth (Daniel 2002: 19; Ter
2001: 1).
Many persons along the way strongly challenged Pastor Ong's vision (an actual
vision from God encouraging him to start the church at this location), advising him
against starting the church at this less than ideal location (at least initially it was
perceived as such by some) (Ter 2001 :2-3).
Key Ministries of the Church
Prayer has been an essential ingredient in the growth and success of Metro
Tabernacle. Pastor Ong has emphasized the importance of intercessory and corporate
prayer from the very beginning, and a large percentage of the congregation is faithful to
attend the mid-week prayer meeting. The midweek prayer meeting has been recognized
and promoted as the most important meeting of the church since the early pioneering
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days. Many persons interviewed stated that the prayer meetings have consistently been
marked by a special, sometimes extraordinary, presence of the Lord, manifested in
healings, deliverance from demonic powers, and other miracles. One staff member
wrote, "Every prayer meeting is like a revival meeting" (Ter 2001 :6). This meeting is the
only meeting that has been published and announced weekly from the pulpit throughout
all the years of the church' s history. In addition, Pastor Ong also regularly promotes this
meeting through the El' Shaddai Newsletter, the church' s regularly published newsletter.
The pastor and other pastoral staff constantly teach about and emphasize the importance
of corporate prayer and intercessory prayer, and actually practice and model the
importance of prayer for the congregation as a whole. Many people testify to being
drawn to the Lord through the impact of this weekly prayer meeting (Daniel 2002:19;
Ong2001, Personal interview; Ter2001:5-6).
This church is also known for its dynamic worship services. Rev. Ong is
recognized as a dynamic, visionary, and gifted preacher and communicator. Over the
years the Lord has directed many talented people to the church, enabling the church to
really develop its music and creative arts ministry. From that humble beginning of a
single guitar, the church now has a full-orbed praise and worship band. The music
includes both praise and worship songs as well as traditional hymns. The persons
involved in the various worship teams are taught to live holy lives and develop godly
characters. Believing that the presence of God is manifested through praise and worship
(Psalms 22.3), great emphasis is placed on leading the congregation to experience the
presence of God. Many people bear testimony to experiencing a healing touch,
deliverance, transformation oftheir lives and to experiencing the supernatural presence of
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God through the worship services at the church (Daniel 2002: 19; Ter 2001:2,6-8).
Metro Tabernacle is a cell-church. It initially started with five Care Covenant
Groups in 1984 which met twice monthly with the purpose of meeting personal and
family needs within the groups. These Care Covenant Groups served as a means to
transition the church into a full-fledged cell-church. The early emphasis in the groups
was perhaps more on age-based programs while presently these groups are more
relational based. Initially the church could be viewed as a church with cells whereas now
the cell network makes up the basic structure of the church. In part due to the influence
of David Yong-gi Cho, pastor ofYoiddo Full Gospel Church (the largest church in the
world) in Seoul, Korea,9 and the quest to ensure adequate pastoral care for a growing
church, Metro Tabernacle began the process oftransitioning to a cell church in 1993,
completing the task some four years later. The church originally was a church with cells,
utilizing cells as entry points for new people into the church. However, as the church
grew rapidly, it became necessary to fully transition into a cell church in order to provide
adequate pastoral care for the members in addition to outreach into the non-Christian
community. These groups now meet weekly and serve as a platform for members to
discover their spiritual and ministry gifts as well as extending the evangelistic outreach
and pastoral care aspects of the church. By 2002 there were 77 cell groups functioning in
the church (complete data for every year is not available). There has been an intentional
effort to plant cell groups in the new housing estates and in the college campuses in the
surrounding area. The Chinese congregation also employs cell groups too. Without
question, the cell group structure of the church has contributed significantly to the growth
ofthe church (Ong 2002, Personal interview; Ter 2001:10-11).
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History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
The church initially was an offspring of the Siloam Assembly of God Church
(now known as the Tabernacle of David). The Siloam church supported the pioneering
work for approximately two years after which Metro Tabernacle became self-supporting.
During those early years, the congregation was primarily students from the nearby
Tuanku Abdul Rahman (TAR) College, one of the largest Chinese-speaking schools in
the entire country. There were a few working adults or families, most from the Siloam
church, who were committed to assist in developing the new church. In those early years
of the church, members with motorbikes outnumbered the members with cars! (Cheah
2001:3; Daniel 2002:22; Ter 2001:4).
Metro Tabernacle Assembly of God Church
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Figure AA.50. Average Weekly Attendance, 1982-2001.
Fortunately, the statistical data for average weekly attendance available covers the
entire history of this church.

The growth rate for the first ten years of the church' s

existence was phenomenal. The church has continued to experience strong growth
during recent years as well. The decadal growth rate for 1991-2001 is 178%. The
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growth rate in 2002 is even higher. Like many other Pentecostal or charismatic churches

in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area, the attendance far exceeds the official
membership which stood at 415 in 2002. Complete data on membership was not
available. The church leadership does not emphasize official membership. This church
has certainly experienced some transfer and biological growth, although no statistical
data were available.
However, the statistical data on baptisms nonetheless reveals a strong, consistent
pattern of conversion growth, particularly in recent years. These data present clear
evidence that the church is reaching un-churched (non-Christian) people with the
Christian message. One staff member shared that the number of actual conversions far
out numbers the number of baptismal candidates. This variance is largely
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Figure AA.51. Annual Number of Baptisms, 1982-2001.
due to the impact of Chinese religion and traditional Chinese culture. Many young
people will delay baptism until they have received parental permission, and in fact by
Malaysian law young people do not have the freedom to be baptized if they are less than
18 years old without parental permission (Ter 2001:13).
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Some of the fluctuations in baptisms from year to year can be explained by factors
occurring in the life of the congregation. Following the completion of his studies in 1986
and his marriage that same year, the pastor was able to devote full-time to his ministry.
His wife, Nancy (now associate pastor), has also contributed greatly to the work of the
church, writing and setting up foundational classes for new believers. In the immediate
years following, the church had a minor crisis and a few lay leaders with a different
vision left the church.
The impact of the transition to the cell-based structure in 1993 is clearly evident
in the graph related to baptisms. About this same period the Tamil congregation was
coming out of some struggles and the church started the Chinese-language congregation
as well. During the years 1994 to 1996, Rev. Ong called for an annual Sacred Assembly
in the church, and invited the church to enter into a period of prayer and fasting. A
revival broke out within a series of meetings during this period which resulted in positive
change in the lives of many church members as well as many others coming to embrace
the Christian faith. This period was followed by many people acknowledging their faith
through Christian baptism, the peak being in 1997 (Ter 2001 :13-14 ).
The church is also involved in social ministries to meet needs within the
community including Rumah Destiny, a home for orphans and needy children,
recognized by the Ministry of Welfare and Social Concerns. Presently this ministry is
caring for the needs of26 children. In addition, the church also operates Tadika Suria
Ceria, a kindergarten and pre-school program with state-of-the-art facilities providing
instruction in English, Mandarin, and Bahasa Melayu (Malay) (Daniel 2002:26,-27, 29;
Ong 2003, E-mail correspondence).
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To meet the growing needs for trained laity, and pastoral and church staff, the
church established the Institute of Charismatic and Biblical Ministries (J.C.B.M.) in 1998.
There are six categories of courses including: (1) vision and concept development; (2)
practical life development; (3 ) ministry and gifts development; (4) passion and prophetic
development: (5) cell leadership development; and (6) biblical studies. The church
provides a variety of formats and venues for members to take advantage of these training
opportunities. Many members of the church have availed themselves ofthese
educational and training programs, thus providing the church with the majority of its
present lay leadership. Most of the pastoral staff have come from within the church,
though they now usually attend the Bible college for further training (Ter 2001 :12).
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Personal interviews were conducted with the senior pastor, one other member of
the ministry team, one member of the administrative staff, two key lay leaders, and seven
first-generation converts within the church. Students in my classes at the Bible College
of Malaysia related to this church provided further insights into factors related to the
growth of this church through personal conversations and through their written
assignments. In addition, I have attended the worship services of the church as a
participant observer, thus gaining insights into the quality of preaching and the worship
services as well as a sense of the life and culture of the church. Following several
readings of the interview schedules, and the use of an independent reader, and inductive
approach was taken to classifying and interpreting the data (For a summary ofthe
findings, see Table A.7).
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Table A.7
Name of Church:
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In addition to the church' s emphasis upon and commitment to prayer and its midweek prayer meeting. its vibrant and appealing worship services, the warmth and
friendliness of the church members, the quality and relevance of the senior pastor' s
preaching as well as his leadership skills, its well-functioning cell-based structure, there
are numerous other factors which have contributed to its rapid and sustained growth.
The church is easily accessed by the nearby Middle Link Highway, completed in
mid-1998, which serves as a major link to connecting highways and roads throughout the
metropolitan area. In addition, the Light Rail Transit system completed in 1997 links up
most of the commercial and housing areas with feeder bus services. These improvements
in transportation have made this area just outside the city limits of Kuala Lumpur a very
attractive residential location, thus promoting a rapid increase in the population growth in
the surrounding area (Cheah 2001 :2; Daniel 2002: 19; Ter 2001 :1-2). What was once
seen by some as an unattractive location has over the years become an ideal location!
Another extremely important factor is that there are three colleges and several
other training institutions in the nearby area, the most important being the Tuanku Abdul
Rahman University (UNITAR) (formerly TAR College) which in 2001 had a student
population (primarily Chinese) of 28, 132. Other important institutions of learning
include the Malaysian Institute of Art (MIA) with a student population of over 1,000.
Due to the limited places available to Chinese and Indian students in the government
colleges and universities, these institutions provide the major alternatives for tertiary
education for non-Malay students in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area,
especially for those students whose parents cannot afford to send them abroad to study.
Other important institutions and organizations in the area include: the TV3 Academy; the
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Malaysian Medical Association; the Malaysian Institute of Architects; the Mensa
Institute; the Road Transport Department; an Inland Revenue branch office; the National
Zoo; Camp Wardibume, an army garrison; and a police garrison (Cheah 2001:2-3);
Daniel 2002 :19; Ter 2001 :3). Student ministry has really been foundational to the growth
and vitality of this church.
As the years went by, the church was able to develop numerous age-based
ministries such as the Children' s Discovery and Youth Aflame which also greatly
contributed to the growth of the church. In the beginning there were no children in the
church, the congregation being composed primarily of unmarried college students. So, in
1984 the church made an intentional effort through Children Discovery to reach out to
children in the surrounding area, children often being far more receptive to the Christian
message than adults. Today the attendance at the children' s service is more than 300, and
there are more than 160 staff persons or members of the church involved in this important
ministry (Daniel 2002 :19; Ter 2001:8-9).
The Youth Aflame, also started in 1984 was aimed at attracting students and
young working adults. It has served as a means to precipitate greater involvement by
young people in the various youth departmental ministries including evangelism,
visitation, discipleship, music, grounds, and ushering. It has particularly served as a
stepping stone for many youth to be involved in the church ' s music ministry (Daniel
2002 :19; Ter 2001:8).
These ministries in particular have served to meet the needs of the many young
families attending the church. Many of the persons who initially attended the church as
college students, after completing their studies, beginning their careers, getting married,
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and starting their families, have stayed on in the church. In fact, many are now the
current leaders of the church, some even becoming committed to full-time Christian
service in the church. Over the past decade or so, the church that was once identified as a
youth or student church has now become a family-oriented church (Ter 2001 :8).
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
This fast growing church is facing the need of either a much larger worship center
or perhaps the decision to establish satellite congregations at various locations where they
have concentrations of cell groups.
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Petaling Jaya Evangelical Free Church
Profile of the Church
This growing charismatic church, started in 1965 by an Evangelical Free Church
of America missionary as an outreach to university students, has now grown to over 600
in attendance. The church is largely English-speaking, but also has a growing Chinese
congregation and a small Filipino congregation. This church is a church with cell groups,
having nearly 30 home fellowship groups at this time. The church has three full-time
pastoral staff, two full-time teachers who work with their Early Intervention Program,
two full-time administrative staff, two other paid church workers, and approximately 163
lay volunteers serving in various capacities. The English congregation is composed

Figure AA.52. Interior of New Sanctuary, Petaling Jaya Evangelical Free Church.
primarily of Chinese, the majority being middle class and upper middle class
professionals and young families in their 30s and 40s. The Chinese congregation, which
presently averages less than 100 in weekly attendance, tends to be somewhat older in age.
Now that the church has relocated and has more adequate facilities (see new worship
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center, Figure AA.52), a new effort is being pursued by the Chinese congregation to
reach out to the many Chinese-speaking students who attend nearby colleges and
universities. The Filipino congregation averages only about ten in attendance, and was
formed primarily to meet the needs of the domestic employees of church members. The
church has a strong women' s fellowship and a strong children' s ministry, and an
excellent caring and counseling ministry. In addition, the church is involved in
conducting Marriage Enrichment Seminars, using this ministry as an evangelistic tool
(Cheah 2002, Personal interview).
For the past few years the English congregation has not seen much growth due to
limited worship facilities. However, in late 2002 the church purchased a site including
two large buildings located in a former industrial area ofPetaling District (See Figure
AA.53). The new premise has been remodeled to provide the church with a 1,600 seat

FIgure AA.53. New Facilities, Petaling aya
sanctuary (including the balcony), and some much needed office and classroom space. In
addition, the top floor of this former warehouse facility includes a gymnasium and other
areas which the church is developing into a sports and recreation complex to minister to
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the needs of church members as well as to attract students from the numerous colleges
and universities in the surrounding area. Further, a separate sanctuary with a seating
capacity of 200 has been built for the Chinese congregation to allow it room for further
growth as well. In addition, the new location provides the church with a large area for
parking (a rare commodity in this metropolitan area), a large portion which is covered.
And, the site also includes a separate office complex which the church plans to rent or
lease out to business clients to bring in additional income (Siew 2002, Personal
interview).
Facing Realitv. Making Hard Decisions, and Dreaming New Dreams
Church growth does not always occur in a continuous upward fashion. Growing
churches often must face and confront the reality of real barriers to their continued
growth. Twice in the history of this church, growth has been stymied, the church going
into a period marked by little or no growth in terms of numbers (See Figure AA.53 and
Figure AA.54). The English congregation began holding two services, while also adding
a Chinese congregation. But, classroom space for Sunday School and other church
activities was severely limited. In recent years weekly attendance at this church had
stabilized (reached a plateau) at near 600 primarily due to the limitations of space.
People appeared to grow weary of crowding, and inadequate parking space. It became
harder to mobilize the laity necessary to advance the number of cel1 groups necessary to
facilitate new growth. Of course, there were some issues as well including the loss of
some people to other "more charismatic" churches, and some due to relocating for studies
or work. And, while there apparently were some issues related to unity (the absence of)
among the leadership, the major problem was lack of adequate space.
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In late 2002 the church made the hard decision of facing reality. They had
already purchased property on which to build, but it was going to be very expensive to
build an adequate facility which would meet their needs present and future. Then, the
decision was made to purchase a large facility in a former industrial area of the city. This
property included a large office block, a massive warehouse facility, and large parking
facilities, some covered. But although the cost of this property was very expensive (over
$12 million (RM), it was still thought to be cheaper than constructing a new facility.
Additional monies were spent to remodel the warehouse facility to include a 1,600 seat
auditorium for a sanctuary, an large open foyer allowing for fellowship between
meetings, a separate 200 seat sanctuary for the Chinese congregation, the addition of
some much needed office space and additional classrooms, and a large gymnasium and
sports facility on the roof. Although the church does not need and is not utilizing the
separate office complex, it is planning on renting or leasing space out to local businesses
to bring in additional income. The church now has room to grow!
The church recently expanded its lay leader base by increasing the number of
elders from two to five, thus spreading out the responsibilities for oversight across a
wider number of people. Additional deacons were appointed as well. The church now
has adequate space and the need to add additional full-time workers and pastoral staff.
This middle and upper middle class church has many resources in terms of trained
theologians, entrepreneurial members, musically talented people both young and old,
technological expertise, finances, and more (Siew 2002, Personal interview).
In addition, the Chinese congregation shows signs of vitality. The Chinese
congregation has an excellent pastoral leader who is planning for growth. And, with
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additional space the Chinese congregation may now be able to grow rapidly as well,
especially since the new church facilities are located near several major colleges and
universities which have large numbers of Chinese-speaking students. The church is
planning on utilizing the sports complex to attract this receptive student population. The
church is now dreaming new dreams!
History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
In late 1965, a missionary serving with the Evangelical Free Church of America,
who was then pasturing an Evangelical Free Church (EFC) church in Melaka (sometimes
spelled Malacca), spent three months in the Petaling Jaya area of Selangor State with the
intention of planting a church in that area. Initially, the focus was on reaching students
who attended the nearby tertiary institutions including the University of Malaya, the
largest public university on the country. In early 1966 a Chinese worker from the
Bethany Evangelical Free Church in Singapore came to spend one year as an assistant. In
1967 a larger house was rented for church facilities, and 20-30 people were attending the
church on a regular basis. By 1968 another overseas missionary assumed oversight for
the new work. A group of eighteen lay persons from the Melaka EFC and the Bethany
EFC were mobilized to assist the new church in conducting an intensive evangelistic
campaign in the surrounding area. The church was officially registered with the Registrar
of Societies in mid-1968, and by the end of the year was averaging about 50 persons in
attendance (Loh 1991 :79-83; PJEFC 2002).
The 1970s proved to be a difficult period for the fledgling church. In 1972 the
missionary overseeing the work went on furlough, and the church moved into facilities at
the Luther House, the headquarters of the Lutheran denomination, and location of one of
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the larger Lutheran churches in the city. The loss of missionary leadership and a forced
move served to mobilize and precipitate greater involvement on the part of the laity.
During these fonnative years, the church used a variety of activities such as monthly
fellowship dinners to attract and reach new members, primarily young professionals. A
fund was established to raise monies to build their own building. Slowly over time the
church transitioned from being a student church to being a church of young upwardly
mobile individuals and families. In mid-1976 the church completed the building of a new
church worship facility as well as a parsonage on land it had purchased earlier. At that
time the church called a Chinese pastor, but he only stayed with the church until the end
of 1977. The church then known as the EFC Gospel Center carried on under new lay
leadership. The church has experienced other problems in that it was forced to relocate
when the Town Council ordered the property vacated due to complaints of a near
neighbor (Loh 1991 :79-83 ~ PJEFC 2002).
Then in 1980 the church relocated to Taman Megah where it remodeled adjoining
shoplots to create adequate church and office facilities, class rooms, and a worship center.
This move marked the beginning of a second major phase in the life of the church. Under
the leadership of the new chainnan, Siew Woh (now the senior pastor) and other
committed elders, a charismatic revival in 1981-1982 precipitated rapid growth in the
church. The figures for 1980-1990 do not include children (See Figure AA.53). In
addition to revitalizing the worship of the church, this revival precipitated many other
changes including a renewed emphasis upon intercessory prayer, the use of prayer walks,
and the discovery and use of spiritual gifts among the church membership. The decadal
growth rate for 1980-1990 is 259%. The revival impacted every segment of the
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congregation, married, single, families, youth, and children. Numerous new ministries
were birthed during the following decade including the Marriage Enrichment (ME)
Seminar, and other groups for men and women, and other specialized groups for
particular social segments such as the Single Working Adults for Christ (SWAC), and the
Royal Rangers for children. Other new committees or departments were established for
worship, social concerns, counseling, Christian education, missions, church planting,
concerned parents, and more. All of these new programs and ministries helped to
contribute to the growth of the church during this period. This worked for some time,
however by the late 1980s the church was beginning
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Figure AA.54. Average Weekly Attendance, 1980-1990.
to show signs of stagnation. The graph related to attendance during this period reveals
this leveling off of growth of the congregation (See Figure AA.54) (Siew 2002, Personal
interview). Then beginning in the early 1990s the church again began to show signs of
new growth. Eventually, the church had to establish an additional worship service to
accommodate the continuing growth of the English church. And, in 1991 a Chinese
church was started. Then in 1992 a Filipino congregation was started, but attendance at
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the Filipino congregation has remained small (average ten persons per week). The
decadal growth rate for the combined English congregations during 1991-2001 is 44%
(See Figure AA.55). However, while the English church appears to have plateaued
during the second half of the decade, growth within the Chinese congregation
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significantly contributed to the overall growth of the church (See Figure AA.56).The
decadal growth rate for the Chinese congregation in 1991-2001 is 275%. The existing
church facilities simply could no longer accommodate additional people or services. In
addition, by the mid-1990s, key lay were showing signs of bum-out. The English church
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entered into another period of "maintenance mode" (See Figure AA.55) (Siew 2002,
Personal interview). These figures include children.
A few persons (leaders) left because they did not feel the church was charismatic
enough. In addition, there was a small migration of students who went overseas for
studies. The church leadership recognized the problem and began a period of selfexamination, asking themselves hard questions and seeking answers from the Lord. This
self-analysis enabled the church leadership to see numerous areas needing rejuvenation
and consolidation, precipitating a revision in its vision and mission statements as well as
the reorganization of numerous aspects of the church's ministry.
By the end of this decade the church is again showing new signs of life. The
members appear to be ready to accept new challenges. In 2001 the church planted its
Petaling Jaya Evangelical Free Church

Vears

Figure AA57. Annual Number of Cell Groups, 1990-2002.
first new church in the Kepong area. A group of fifteen persons meeting together as a
cell group in that area provided the core membership for starting this new church. The
church has continued to add to the number of cell groups in the church. In 1990 the
church had thirteen cell groups, but by 2001 the number had grown to 27 (including the
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one cell group which fonned the nucleus for starting the Kepong EFC). Nearly 60% of
the church now regularly attends the weekly cell groups in the church.
The church has seen consistent conversion growth in both the English and
Chinese congregations (See Figure AA.58 and Figure AA.59 for a breakdown of
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baptisms in the English and Chinese congregations). A comparison however of
attendance to baptisms would seem to indicate that the church has either not been able to
retain these new converts or that it has lost other persons through the proverbial "back
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door." It would appear that the church is reaching non-Christians and seeing them make
faith decisions, yet not experiencing on-going growth in terms of people attending the
weekly services.
This church has demonstrated a finn commitment to involvement in various
aspects of community development and social ministry. Although the ministry was
started seven years ago, the church recently built a new facility affectionately known as
the "Longhouse" to provide tuition and other material needs for a particularly deprived
area of the city. This community is comprised mainly of Indians, Malays, and
Indonesian-some of the Indonesians are illegal migrants. The church has been
providing free tuition for underprivileged children there for over fifteen years, previously
meeting in various homes in the area. With the new building, classes have been moved
there and meet on Sunday afternoons. There are presently around 50 plus children
enrolled in the program, and more than 15 members ofthe church are involved in this
ministry.
Further, a new program known as the Early Intervention Program (EIP) was
established in 2000 for children with learning disabilities, the majority of the children
being from non-Christian families. This program runs Monday through Friday. There
are 20 students presently involved in this program, and the church supports two full-time
trained staff and four lay volunteers. This ministry was developed in partnership with
Malaysian Care, one of the largest non-profit non-governmental organizations in
Malaysia which provides a variety of services for the poor, for the handicapped, for
prisoners and drug addicts. This ministry as well as the tuition ministry is not for active
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evangelistic outreach, but rather serves as a demonstration of the gospel (Siew 2002,
Personal interview).
There are some 12 theologically trained persons attending the church, some who
are presently teaching in local area seminaries. These persons are an excellent resource,
providing the church with a strong base of persons to teach and train other church
members. The church also demonstrates a strong commitment to missions, giving 25%
of its total budget to support various missionaries and mission agencies (Siew 2002,
Personal interview).
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Personal interviews were conducted with the senior pastor, one other member of
the pastoral staff, two key lay leaders, and seven first-generation converts in order to gain
insights into the growth of this church. Having had the privilege of attending the worship
services of this church also served to provide me additional insights into the nature and
quality of worship, and a general impression ofthe English congregation (See Table A.8
for a summary of the findings).
The move to the new facilities has created a sense of expectation and excitement
as the church enters into 2003. The restructuring in terms ofleadership appears to have
been handled smoothly, and the church appears to be dealing constructively with issues
precipitating tension between the pastoral and lay leadership. The quality of preaching
and teaching were noted as the most important factors leading to the on-going and future
growth of the church. In addition to a gifted charismatic senior pastor and a group of
talented and committed church elders, the church is blessed with 12 seminary trained
theologians, most of whom teach at local area seminaries, all who serve as an important
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resource for teaching. The teaching resources of the church should allow for more and
better discipling and training, thus providing a well-trained pool of laity for expansion.
The pastoral team and church elders were given high marks for their visionary
leadership, being rated highly for their communication skills and their willingness to
confront issues affecting unity within the leadership of the church. This was especially
noted in the response of the first-generation converts attending the church.
The importance of cell groups to the growth ofthe church, past and future, was
also rated as very important. Again, this allows for greater involvement of the laity in
providing pastoral care and in pursuing various ministries related to the church. The cell
groups further provide a forum for discipJing new members and for training the laity for
active service in the church. Most importantly, the cell groups serve as the cutting edge
of the church ' s outreach efforts into the non-Christian community. It is perhaps worthy
to note that even though the church appears to have been in a maintenance mode for the
past five years, during this same period of time the number of cell groups has increased
significantly from 16 in 1996 to 27 in 2001 .
The congregation is noted as being friendly and caring, welcoming to visitors, and
interested in meeting the needs of people both in the church and in the surrounding nonChristian community. The church is actively pursuing a variety of social ministries that
both meet human need but also allow individual members an opportunity to use their gifts
and skills to serve the Lord.
Location was noted as an important factor for growth in both a negative and
positive way. The church' s previous facilities were seen as an inhibiting factor to further
growth and vitality, whereas the acquisition of the new worship center is seen as
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providing the church with the needed space and perhaps an emotional boost conducive to
promoting further growth in the church.
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
Only time will tell if the new facilities will foster greater commitment and
participation on the part of the present active members. While providing the church with
much needed space to grow, it has come at a price. Not only does the church have a large
indebtedness, it also has an additional business property to manage. The larger challenge
perhaps relates to maintaining unity between the pastoral staff and the lay leadership, the
church having been largely lead by laity in the past. Further, the church will have to hire
additional full-time workers to meet the needs of the existing congregation as well as to
precipitate further growth and expansion.
The church must confront the possibility and danger of becoming inward looking
as it seeks to meet its obligations. Positive signs include the church' s commitment to
social ministry and a growing interest in missions involvement which might further
encourage the church to look beyond itself to the surrounding community and world.
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Sidang Injil Borneo (SID) KL
Profile of the Church- An Example of Positive Transfer Growth
Beginning in 1994 with a group of 15 people meeting in an uptown shoplot, the
SID (KL) English congregation has grown to over 1,000 by the end of2002. This
English-language charismatic church is composed largely of middle class and upper
middle class Chinese, including many young upwardly mobile professionals. By 1998
the church had outgrown its earlier meeting place, and relocated to the fourth floor of the
CP Tower in the Damansara area ofPetaiing Jaya (See Figure AA.60). The church has
four full-time pastoral staff, one full-time ministry staff, two full-time administrative
staff, and approximately 200 lay volunteers involved in a variety of ministries related to

(SID) KL, (Fourth Floor of the Tallest Building).
the church. The church has since purchased one-half of the fourth floor, and another
businessman has provided the other half to the church rent free. The English
congregation now has three services, and the church has also started a Mandarinlanguage congregation. Another Chinese-language church has also been started in the
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Kepong area of the metropolitan area. And, the church has assisted in the development
of Malay-language churches in the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area as well as
throughout West Malaysia (See later section related to this topic). There is also an
outreach ministry to the Orang Asli, the indigenous peoples of West Malaysia. In
addition, the SIB (KL) is cooperating with other churches in Singapore and Hong Kong
to train Chinese pastors in both China and Vietnam. The church also regularly sends
teams on short-term mission trips to other countries in Asia. Further, the church has
developed an outreach for social ministry and community development called Bless
Ministry (Chew 2002, Personal interview).
Although for the first few years the congregation was primarily composed of
students and young adults (over 80%), the church is slowly becoming a family-based
church with 55% still below age 35 . In 1999 the church called Dr. Chew Weng Chee as
its senior pastor. Also in 1999, the church transitioned to being a cell church, starting
with six cells the church now has 45 cell groups which make up the basic structure of the
congregation, thus providing greater pastoral care for members and greater evangelistic
outreach into the non-Christian community. Overly 70% of those attending the church
are actively involved in cell groups (Koh 2002, Personal interview).
Young adults play a major role in the church through their participation on the
worship team, and other avenues of ministry including music and creative arts such
including drama and dance. The church annually conducts a major evangelistic outreach
during the Christmas season, utilizing the use ofthe latest computer and video
technology, music (individual and choral presentations) and the creative arts. The church
also emphasizes other evangelistic events such as healing rallies, and special services at
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Easter. One key lay leader said, "Evangelism is a part of the DNA of the SIB(KL)!"
(Chew 2002, Personal interview; Lee 2002, Personal interview; Yew 2002, Personal
interview).
A Vision for the Development of Malay-Language Churches
This English-language church was originally fonned to facilitate and assist the
Sidang Injil Borneo (SIB), the largest denomination in East Malaysia (having over 1,000
churches in the two states of Sarawak and Sabah in Northern Borneo), in starting Bahasa
Melayu (Malay-language) congregations in West Malaysia. As the nation has
progressed, many East Malaysians have been drawn to West Malaysia, and particularly
the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area, because of educational and work
opportunities including military service. In addition, there are more than 1,500,000
Indonesians working in Malaysia as foreign migrant workers. These Indonesians speak a
language which is similar but not equivalent to the Malay language-Indonesians and
Malays understand each other, but some vocabulary is distinct to each group. And, as
many East Malaysians and some Indonesians are Christians, there is a great need for
Malay-language congregations to minister to their needs. Otherwise past experience
reveals that many if not most of these persons may be lost to the Christian faith due to the
various attractions in this urban area or to pressures to convert to Islam. To date there
have been 29 Malay-language churches started in West Malaysia, and the SIB (KL)
presently is providing financial support to 15 of these churches. Five of these Malaylanguage congregations have been started in the Greater Kuala Lumpur area. The SIB
(KL), having a strong financial base, sees its role as assisting in the development of these
Malay-language churches as they are primarily targeting a segment of the population
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such as students, in-country and foreign migrant workers, and others from East Malaysia
who lack the resources to support the development of new churches through providing
leadership and church models, financial and prayer support (Chew 2002, Personal
interview).
History and Statistical Analysis of the Church
The Sidang Injil Borneo (SIB), literally translates to Borneo Evangelical Mission,
is an indigenous Protestant denomination in Malaysia which was originally started in the
state of Sarawak in East Malaysia (Northern Borneo) in 1928. Three missionaries from
Australia, with the assistance ofa Western businessman in Sarawak, initiated the work
among the indigenous tribal groups in Sarawak, and later in the adjoining state of Sabah.
To date this work has grown to over 1,000 churches in East Malaysia with over 500,000
members making it the largest Protestant denomination Malaysia (Chew 2002, Personal
interview).
Since economic development in West Malaysia has ran ahead of the situation in
East Malaysia, many people, especially young people, have migrated to West Malaysia to
attend colleges and universities, or to pursue the greater work opportunities, especially in
the Greater Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area. As these peoples migrated out from East
Malaysia, it was discovered that the majority of them were lost to the Christian faith
(nearly 100%), many falling prey to the temptations of urban life or to the pressures to
convert to Islam. Many SIB leaders became very concerned over the situation and began
to consider what steps they might take to reduce or eliminate this problem (Chew 2002,
Personal interview).

481

In late 1993, a small group of East Malaysian Christians and some Christians in
West Malaysia who had been involved in the work in East Malaysia met to pray and
discuss what measures might be taken to confront the crisis. The decision was made to
begin an English church which might then provide resources to develop additional
Malay-language congregations throughout West Malaysia. In just over eight years, a
total of31 SIB congregations have been established in West Malaysia--29 Malaylanguage congregations, and one English and one-Chinese congregation (Chew 2002,
Personal interview).
sle (KL) English Church
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As the SIB (KL) English church grew it was able to add additional full-time staff.

Dr. Lew Lee Choo, the wife of the current senior pastor, quit her medical practice to
work full-time on the pastoral staff in 1998. And, in that same year, the fledgling but
growing congregation moved into its new premises at the CP Tower in Damansara. Then
in 1999 Dr. Chew, who was then the Medical Director of a local private hospital, also
resigned his position to become the full-time senior pastor ofthe church. The church
transitioned from a church with cells into a cell church format in 1999 as well. In 2000
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the church was enabled to expand its facilities to include the entire fourth floor of the CP
Tower (Chew 2002, Personal interview; Koh 2002, Personal interview).
The church has certainly benefited by transfer growth, but to its credit has been
able to mobilize many such persons into the active service of the church (no record of
transfers available). One member of the pastoral staff emphasized that transfer growth
can be healthy if people make genuine commitments, stay and get involved in the life and
ministries of the church. People seem to like the friendly environment and hospitality
shown in the church (Koh 2002, Personal interview). One lay leader who was among the
first fifteen charter members described the church in this way, "Everyone feels welcome,

regardless of class or past!" Although admitting that the church is sometimes accused of
"stealing sheep," this same lay leader responded by saying that the church is seen as a
"happening church," and that even non-Christians feel accepted, liking the atmosphere of
the church (Wee 2002, Personal interview).
The statistical data related to baptisms reveal that in recent years the church has
also experienced strong conversion growth (See Figure AA.62). Pastors of other growing
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churches in this study, including the SIBKL, stated their churches actually have many
more conversions than baptisms, as some family situations mitigate against public
baptism. The pastoral statT place greater emphasis upon getting new converts involved in
cell groups so that they may be disci pled properly and trained for ministry, being willing
to patiently wait until either parental permission is granted for baptism or the individual
makes that decision on their own. Assimilation of new converts is seen as more difficult
than getting them converted (Koh 2002, Personal interview).
Key Factors Related to the Growth and Expansion of the Church
Personal interviews were conducted with the senior pastor, two other members of
the pastoral statT, two key lay leaders, and ten first-generation converts in the church in
order to gain insights into factors related to the growth of the church. Further, I have
been a participant observer during the worship services of the church, thus gaining
additional insights into the quality of the preaching and worship experience as well as a
general impression ofthe congregation (See Table A.9 for a summary of the findings).
This church is an example of a church which to date has experienced rapid growth
largely through transfer growth. However, to their credit they appear to have been
successful in retaining many such people, and to getting them grounded spiritually and
actively involved in the life and work of the church. Although the church initially was
largely a student or youth church, over the past few years it is slowly becoming a more
family-oriented church. This church is now benefiting as these young people are growing
up, establishing their careers, getting married and beginning their families, and making
firm religious commitments. These changes may be paving the way for greater
conversion growth as these young people are trained and mobilized for ministry.
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Tahle A.9
Name of Church:

Sidang Injil Borneo (SIB,KL)
Factors Contributing to Church Growth
o eIan
R
d Nurn ber 0 fP ersons Itmg a S;pecI'fiIC Growt hFactor

Factors Cited

Leadership-Vision,
Unity
Pastoral T earn
Preaching/Teaching
Cell Groups
Laity Involvement
WorshipiMusic
Prayer
Friendly, Caring
Congregation
Met Practical Needs
Social Ministries &
Community Work
Personal Visitation
Children's Ministry
Youth Ministry
Student Ministry
Ladies Ministry
Evangelistic Emphasis
Multiple Language
Congregations
Satellite Churches
Missions
LocationIFacilities
Disci plingITraining
Harvest Events
Supernatural Events
Holy Spirit/God's
Presence & Grace
Activities & Programs
Planning & Strategizing
Pastoral Care &
Counseling
Other

Pastoral
Staff

Ministry
Staff

Admin,
Staff

Key Lay
Leaders

3

FirstGeneration
Converts
4

3
2
2
-'"
2

2
2
2
2
2

7
8
9
2

1
1

2

7

1
1

4

1

1

1
1
1
1

6
1

2

]

]

2
1

1
2
1
1

4

1
4

2

3

3
1

2

485
Although the leadership is presently looking for larger worship facilities, the
church plans to remain at its present location for the next few years. The church leaders
presently feel that the primary emphasis should now be on the training and mobilization
of additional cell group leaders essential to furthering the growth and expansion of the
church in the future (Koh 2002, Personal interview).
The cell group structure was the most often cited factor contributing to the growth
of the church. The cell groups serve as the primary means to assimilate new Christians as
well as to reach out into the non-Christian community. In addition to a caring and hard
working pastoral team who attempt to welcome and minister to the personal needs of new
persons attending the church, the cell groups further extend the pastoral care capacities of
the pastoral staff, making it far easier to meet the needs of people attending the church.
Further, the weekly meetings of the cell groups provide the primary place and means for
discipling new Christians and for training people for active service in the church.
Typically, new Christians are encouraged to try non-threatening tasks in the church, or
those with musical talents are invited to be a part of the worship team, or the choir. As
these persons grow and mature they are then invited to accept other tasks such as greeting
and ushering. Finally, as their personal spiritual gifts and interests are revealed, they are
afforded other opportunities for ministry within or through the church. New persons
transferring into the church often need personal ministry and sometimes time to heal from
hurtful experiences in other churches. Some simply need ministry leading to spiritual
restoration. This church appears willing to invest in hurting people, patiently ministering
to them until they can make renewed commitments to the Lord and the church.
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The relevancy and practicality of the preaching and teaching, particularly of the
senior pastor, were cited as major factors in attracting people and in retaining visitors to
the church. Having heard the pastor, I can testify to his expertise in communicating
biblical truths in an interesting and challenging way. There is no "cheap grace" being
preached in this church. The Word of God is delivered in a forthright but nonetheless
positive manner. Young people especially seem responsive to the challenges being set
forth from the pulpit.
The pastoral team and lay leaders also received high marks for their leadership
skills, vision, and the working unity between them. The pastoral team, in particular Dr.
Chew and his wife, Dr. Lew (both having given up their lucrative medical practices to
assume pastoral positions in the church), are highly respected and appreciated by the lay
leadership and the church membership in general. They both are dedicated, hard-working
persons who obviously have made considerable sacrifices. They can therefore ask others
to make sacrifices without being questioned.
Having had an opportunity to attend several worship services at the church, I can
attest to the vitality and quality ofthe worship services. The church leadership demands
and expects quality, and admittedly spends a great oftime ensuring the quality of the
weekly celebration (worship) services. The worship team does an exceIIentjob in
leading the congregation in worship, using a variety of music and technological devices
in the process. This is a church filled with young professionals who enjoy the
opportunity to experiment with their skills in computer related technology, the creative
arts, music, dance, drama, mime, and the like. As one lay leader said, many people
perceive this church as a "happening church" (Wee 2002, Personal interview). While the
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church is unapologetically charismatic in both theology and practice, the worship service
was not just loud and long as some, it was conducive to experiencing the presence of
God.
Further, the congregation was noted for being friendly, caring, helpful, and
interested in others. This seems to be especially true of the young people who
demonstrate an obvious interest in newcomers or visitors. They make one feel welcome
and exude a general sense of caring or love for people. People seem quick to introduce
themselves and to ask for information about a guest. They seemed to be generally
interested in people, and willing to give time to others. Many of those interviewed said
they had been "helped" by either the pastoral staff or leadership of the church,
particularly in the sense of helping them find their way spiritually through the discipling
and care offered through the church.
Finally, the church rated high in regards to having an evangelistic emphasis
precipitating outreach into the non-Christian community. The cell groups serve as the
cutting edge of this outreach, but the church also promotes special "harvest" events such
as a Christmas musical/play, one of the major forms of evangelistic outreach used by
many churches included in this study. New people attending cell meetings are invited as
well as other persons in the social networks ofthose regularly attending the worship
services. Many non-Christians appear to be willing to attend such special services, and
are often won to the faith or at least find church less threatening through such
expenences.
In spite ofthe fact that this church has grown primarily by transfer growth in
these first few years of its existence, it has become one of the larger and most vibrant
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churches in the area. And, although some other church leaders bemoan the loss of
members to this church, overall I was impressed with the depth ofthe spirituality of its
leaders, their willingness to patiently help people find themselves spiritually, and their
ability to mobilize transferring members for active involvement in the church. Truly, it is
a "happening church."
Present Challenges the Church Is Facing
The primary challenge facing the church is the need for a larger worship center.
The church leadership is presently exploring future options, but feels the primary need at
this time is to train additional cell group leaders in order to facilitate further growth.

End Notes
Hugh and Kathryn Smith served with the Foreign Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention. In
1973 they moved into a home in S.E.A. Park, a newly developed housing estate in the Petaling District of
Selangor State, in order to plant a church among English-speaking Chinese living in that area.
Actually a small group of Chinese-speaking members from Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church had formed a
home fellowship in 1971 in S.E.A. Park. After having moved there, the distance to the Kuala Lumpur
Baptist Church, which was located in the downtown heart of the city, made it very difficult for them to
participate regularly in the activities of the church. Therefore upon the suggestion of the pastor of the
church, this group began meeting on a weekly basis in the home of one of the members. The pastor from
the Kuala Lumpur Baptist Church met with this group on a regular basis, until the decision was made to
plant a new church in cooperation with the group of English-speaking Chinese in 1973 . The Kuala Lumpur
Baptist Church and the Baptist Mission initially shared in supporting the new work, the two congregations
sharing the same rented facility while maintaining two distinct organizations.
2

A shophouse is typically a building with two or more floors, the ground floor of which is usually a
business location. The upper floors can serve as either rental property or as a residence for the business
owner. Due to the difficulty of obtaining either property or government permission to build a church, many
churches have resorted to purchasing or leasing this type of building, and then remodeling it to develop an
adequate worship center and church facility . It is perhaps similar to what is often called a store-front
church in the West.
3

4 The mother church is located in S.E.A. Park, sometimes known as SS2. It now has an English
congregation, a Cantonese congregation, and a Mandarin congregation. In 1993 the first satellite church,
an English congregation, was planted in Bandar Sunway. In 2002 a Chinese-speaking congregation was
also started at the Bandar Sunway church. The third satellite church, a Chinese-language congregation,
was planted in Jinjang in 2001 . And that same year, an English church was planted in the Puc hong area.

5 For a more complete history of this church and Baptist work in Malaysia see the following resources :
Evans, Bobby Dale and Dorothy Bausum Evans, "Great Things He Has Done," (Unpublished Manuscript,
2002); Hwang, Wei-Tjang, "A General History of Baptist Work in Malaysia," (Unpublished Thesis,
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Seminari Theologi Malaysia, 1981); Rogers, Lillie 0 ., ed ., A History q( Baptists in Malaysia & Singapore,
(Malaysia-Singapore Baptist Mission, 1971).
The Faith Community Baptist Church in Singapore has exerted considerable influence over other
churches in Singapore and Malaysia in regards to the cell church concept. The pastor of the church is
Lawrence Khong who considers himself an apostle . Ralph Neighbour, Jr. , one of the earliest advocates of
the cell church structure, spent five years on the staff of this church, assisting the church in its complete
transformation to a full fledged cell based church. It presently has a membership of approximately 10,000,
and a goal of having 5,000 cell groups in the near future It recently transitioned to a G-12 structure.

6

The G-12 Movement was originated in South America. It is an adaptation of the traditional cell church
structure which appears to lessen cell group leader burn-out while at the same time mobilizing additional
cell group leaders as well as the multiplication of cell groups. The Faith Community Baptist Church in
Singapore, historically very influential in relation to the cell church movement in Malaysia, has recently
transitioned to a G-12 church. For additional reading on the topic, the following resources are
recommended: Castellanos, Cesar, The Ladder ojSuccess, (Dovewell Publications, 2001); Comiskey,
Joel. Groups oj 12: A New Way to Mobilize Leaders and Multiply Groups in Your Church (Touch
Publications, 1999); From 12 10 3: How to Apply G-12 Principles in Your Church, (Touch Publications,
2002);Stockstill, Larry, The Cell Church: Preparing Your Church jar the Coming Harvest, (Regal Books,
1998)
7

g An outreach is distinguished from a satellite church in that it represents an attempt to develop a church in
an area of the city or outside the city where the church does not have many members or existing home
fellowship groups. It is therefore a deliberate attempt to facilitate an evangelistic witness in a new or
under-churched area, such as a new housing estate or fast growing suburban area. A church, or in the case
ofFGA. a satellite churc~ will provide financial and leadership resources necessary to obtain a facility to
begin the outreach. A church member may already be living there, or a church may intentionally challenge
a few members to relocate to the new area with the explicit purpose of attempting to reach additional
people through forming cell groups as the basis for planting a new church.

A resource entitled GrOWing the World's Largest Church by Karen Hurston (Chrism, 1994) provides a
good historical background to the factors involved in the growth of this church and its worldwide influence
in the diffusion and expansion of the cell church movement.

9
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